A Fortress Where Beauty is Cherished, Protected and Cultivated: The South Side Community Art Center, 1940-1991 by Hearne, Auna R

“‘A Fortress Where Beauty is Cherished, Protected, and Cultivated’:  
The South Side Community Art Center, Chicago, Illinois, 1940-1991”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted to the 
Graduate School 
of the University of Cincinnati 
in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Master of Arts 
 
in the School of Art 
of the College of Design, Architecture, Art, & Planning 
 
by 
 
 
Auna R. Hearne 
B.A., University of Memphis 
May 2009 
 
 
Committee Chair: Theresa Leininger-Miller, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 ii 
Abstract 
Since opening in 1940, the South Side Community Art Center (SSCAC) in 
Chicago, Illinois has continuously met the need for a creative space in the local African 
American visual arts community. I support this assertion by focusing on three aspects of 
the institution’s first fifty years: 1) the center as provider of education and access to the 
visual arts, 2) the center as an inclusive exhibition and market place, and 3) the center as 
a site for community building. The SSCAC has demonstrated a historical and 
contemporary commitment to enabling the production and appreciation of art through 
access and education, as evidenced by an extensive arts curriculum, its alumni and 
collection, and a strong exhibition history. I analyze how the SSCAC’s programs and 
exhibitions combatted discriminatory and oppressive practices of Chicago’s museums 
and academic institutions.  
Established by the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the center and its 
programs were components of the federal government’s strategy to restore the nation’s 
economy by employing artists and encouraging community participation in the 
development of culture. Chicago, especially its predominantly black south side, was a 
fitting location for an art center as it had been founded as a feasible cradle of creative 
expression long before the government considered the area. In the first chapter, I provide 
an abridged history of the forces present in Chicago before the SSCAC came to be a 
significant African American cultural presence. In chapters two through five, I provide an 
account of the SSCAC’s inception through its fiftieth anniversary. After the government 
withdrew fiduciary support in 1944, the Bronzeville community developed many 
solutions to keep the doors open. The community campaign included the inauguration of 
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the wildly popular and lucrative Artists’ and Models’ Balls. Events like these enabled 
enable artistic production to continue and allowed patrons and residents to foster an 
appreciation for art.  
During the 1950s and early 1960s, Anti-Communist paranoia crippled operations 
and nearly led to the demise of the SSCAC while the Civil Rights and Black Power 
movements restored the center as a crucial site for cultural identity and sociopolitical 
organization and mobilization. In the late 1970s, the mass deindustrialization of Chicago 
led to a decline of the SSCAC’s host neighborhood and raised concerns about personal 
and institutional security. The election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 would create and 
amplify further problems for the SSCAC, as his administration’s policies reduced and cut 
funding to the arts. However, the community rallied to keep the center open for 
exhibitions and art classes. 
In this thesis, I substantiate the significance and vitality of this unique cultural 
institution with an appraisal of the SSCAC’s exhibition history and programs, as well as 
the impact of various efforts by the government, corporations, and individuals within the 
community. The SSCAC was instrumental in the creative development of not only 
internationally recognized artists such as Gordon Parks and Charles White, but for 
several generations of Chicago’s black artists, as well. The SSCAC provided an outlet for 
the creative expressions of a critically marginalized mass. 
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Introduction 
 
Since opening in 1940, the South Side Community Art Center (hereafter SSCAC) in 
Chicago, Illinois has continuously met the need for an inclusive creative space in the local 
African American visual arts community. I will support this assertion by focusing on three 
aspects of its first fifty years: 1) the center as provider of education and access to the visual arts, 
2) the center as an inclusive exhibition and market place, and 3) the center as site for community 
building. The SSCAC has demonstrated a historical and contemporary commitment to enabling 
the production and appreciation of art through access and education, as evidenced by an 
extensive arts curriculum, its notable alumni and collection, and a strong exhibition history. The 
center has also been instrumental in the preservation of a diverse cultural identity. I will analyze 
how the SSCAC’s educational, studio, and exhibition spaces were much-needed alternatives to 
the discriminatory and oppressive practices of Chicago’s museums and academic institutions. 
Community activism has and continues to be the impetus of the SSCAC. I will also explore how 
the SSCAC served as a site for the organization and mobilization of several social, political, and 
cultural groups.  
Chapters & Overview 
While many factors and individuals were instrumental in the continuance of the SSCAC, 
two entities were responsible for its inception, the Bronzeville community and the federal 
government. In the first chapter, I will provide an abridged history of the forces present in 
Chicago before the SSCAC came to be a significant African American cultural presence. I will 
focus on the Bronzeville cultural community, Chicago institutions’ contributions to the education 
and exhibition of work by black artists, and the formation and evolution of the federal and state 
relief agencies dedicated to America’s artists. When the government, for the first time in the 
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history of the United States, extended assistance to the art community during the Great 
Depression, the American cultural landscape benefitted. Chicago, especially its predominantly 
black south side, was a fitting location for an art center as it had been founded as a feasible 
cradle of creative expression long before the federal government considered the area.  
Created by the order of President Franklin Roosevelt in 1935, the Works Progress 
Administration (hereafter WPA) (renamed Work Projects Administration in 1939) was a series 
of initiatives and policies implemented to restore the nation’s economy by employing artists and 
encouraging community participation in the development of culture. The development of the 
SSCAC and its programs were components of this strategy. In the second chapter, I will examine 
how and why the SSCAC began and continued to fulfill federal directives while creatively 
serving the specific needs of its host community in its first few years. For established and 
aspiring African American artists, the community center also satisfied a need for exhibition and 
studio space not readily available to them elsewhere because of racial discrimination and costs. 
This early funding enabled the center to help launch the careers of such artists as Elizabeth 
Catlett (1915-2012), Charles White (1918-1979), and Gordon Parks (1912-2006) through the 
provision of studio and exhibition space and teaching opportunities in community outreach 
programs. Exhibitions and lectures complemented art school instruction for children and adults 
that included painting, puppetry, graphic arts, writing, photography, costume, interior design, 
modern jazz, and flamenco dancing. 
After the government withdrew fiduciary support in 1944, the Bronzeville community 
developed many solutions to keep the doors open. The community campaign included the 
inauguration of the wildly popular and lucrative Artists’ and Models’ Balls.  Events like these 
enabled artistic production and allowed patrons and residents to foster an appreciation for art. 
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Under the leadership of its early directors, Peter Pollack (1909-1978) and Rex Goreleigh (1902–
1987), and inaugural board president, Mrs. K. Marie Moore, the center progressed in its second 
phase without the support of the federal government. 
During the 1950s and early 1960s, Anti-Communist paranoia crippled operations and 
nearly led to the demise of the SSCAC while the Civil Rights and Black Power movements 
restored the center as a crucial site for cultural identity and sociopolitical organization and 
mobilization. In chapter three, I will explore the center as a venue and refuge for black activist 
art and literature and its efforts to promote the black aesthetic in through the late 1960s. Artist 
collective AfriCOBRA (African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists) regularly exhibited at the 
center, introducing the work of Jeff Donaldson (1932-2004), Barbara Jones-Hogu (b. 1938), and 
Garrett Whyte (b. 1915). The Black Power Arts movement brought an overt political message 
and a deeply saturated color palette to the walls of the Southside Community Art Center. This 
period also saw the founding of other Chicago creative spaces and institutions for African 
Americans, such as the DuSable Museum.  
In chapter four, I will evaluate the SSCAC’s role as a viable exhibition space as 
legislation mandating integration and the efforts of groups like the Black Emergency Cultural 
Coalition (BECC) opened the doors and walls of mainstream institutions to more black artists 
through the 1970s. In addition to lobbying for access, these groups also targeted institutional 
racial insensitivity, campaigning not only for a black presence, but a reverent representation. 
During this time, the SSCAC continued a tradition of gender equality to combat the 
discriminated faced by Chicago’s black female artists. The center also embraced the work of 
African artists, drawing parallels with and creating cultural bridges among the work of their 
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American counterparts. This period also marks the return of federal and state funding for the arts. 
I will examine the board’s initiatives to secure these resources. 
In the late 1970s, the mass deindustrialization of Chicago led to a decline of the SSCAC’s 
host neighborhood and raised concerns about personal and institutional security. The new board 
of directors campaigned for relocation in 1980, but the community reacted adamantly against the 
move and the center remained at 3831 South Michigan Avenue.  The election of Ronald Reagan 
in 1980 would create and amplify further problems for the SSCAC, as his administration’s 
policies reduced and cut funding to the arts. In the final chapter, I will examine how the 
community rallied to keep the center open for exhibitions and art classes. This period also saw 
the rise of African American buyers and collectors of art because of an explosion of strong black 
images and the recognition of art’s aesthetic value by the middle and upper classes, as 
demonstrated by increased purchases and a rise in personal and corporate collection. I will 
examine the ways in which the center capitalized on this interest, including offering lectures on 
collecting and preservation.  
Literature Review 
The expansive nature of this undertaking is unprecedented in published scholarship. In 
1994, The International Review of African American Art published "Planting and 
Maintaining a 'Perennial Garden,' Chicago's South Side Community Art Center," a brief 
overview by Anna M. Tyler. Tyler recounted the history of the center until the early 1980s, 
highlighting the efforts of individuals and businesses in its subsistence. While the IRAAA article 
provides useful preliminary information, it lacks critical analysis and extensive coverage of the 
center’s programs, classes, and exhibitions. Sharon Patton’s African American Art (1998) and  
A History of African-American Artists: From 1792 to the Present (1993) by Romare Bearden and 
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Harry Henderson provided textbook historical context and critical analysis of the field.  Leslie 
King-Hammond mentioned the SSCAC and the role of WPA centers in the catalogue essay for 
the exhibition Black Printmakers and the W.P.A. (1989). King-Hammond recognized these 
community centers for introducing many artists to the printmaking process, enabling the 
production of more than 200,000 fine art prints, and fostering appreciation for the medium 
around the country. Numerous monographs on SSCAC artist alumni, such as Melanie Herzog’s 
Elizabeth Catlett: An American Artist in Mexico (2005) and King-Hammond’s Hughie Lee-Smith 
(2011), include limited information about their tenure and experiences at the center.  
Multiple scholars have thoroughly recorded and critically analyzed the early years of the 
center. Bill V. Mullen’s extensive research was presented in Popular Fronts: Chicago and 
African-American Cultural Politics, 1935-46 (1999). Mullen provided a detailed early history of 
the center and the way in which its mission was dually shaped by the WPA’s objectives and the 
need for a communal creative space. Additionally, he outlined the initial fundraising efforts, such 
as the “Mile of Dimes” campaign by the community to match the federal funds needed to secure 
the building. Robert Bone and Richard A. Courage’s The Muse in Bronzeville: African American 
Creative Expression in Chicago, 1932-1950 (1999), Adam Green’s Selling the Race: Culture, 
Community, and Black Chicago, 1940-1955 (20007), Diane Grams’s Producing Local Color: Art 
Networks in Local Chicago (2010), and Erin P. Cohn’s 2010 dissertation, “Art Fronts: Visual 
Culture and Race Politics in the Mid Twentieth-Century United States” were also invaluable 
resources for the history of the Bronzeville cultural community prior to and after the inception of 
the SSCAC and biographical information for the center’s first administration, teachers, and 
students. Rebecca Zorach offered historical context and social commentary on Chicago’s art 
scene in the late 1960s in her introduction to the “68/08” issue of Area Chicago. I have built on 
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this research and provided additional information on these periods.  
The history of President Roosevelt’s relief programs is well documented. Belisario 
Contreras provides a generous overview of the art projects in Tradition and Innovation in New 
Deal Art (1984). The author succeeded at explaining the historical background of artists and 
administrators and some of the problems that the programs encountered. George J. Mavigliano 
and Richard A. Lawson localized the federal initiative in The Federal Art Project in Illinois, 
1935-1943 (1990). Art in Action: American Art Centers and The New Deal (1987), edited by 
John Franklin White, provided firsthand accounts of the community art centers’ development 
and impact from state to state. Catalogue essays for Art Within Reach, From the WPA to the 
Present (2011), an exhibition featuring art created by children during the Depression under the 
auspices of the WPA’s Federal Art Project, supplied vital information about the impact of the 
federal relief initiatives on youth. 
 My research was also informed by a half hour documentary, “Curators of Culture” 
(2005). The documentary, produced by Rita Coburn Whack for Chicago’s public access 
television channel, sketches the birth and life of the SSCAC. In 1991, an SSCAC committee 
produced a souvenir booklet in commemoration of the center’s fiftieth anniversary. This 
memento contained essays from former and current board members, such as historian James 
Graff and board president emeritus Herb Nipson, on the center’s growth and development. These 
articles provided personal accounts of the community’s efforts to sustain the cultural institution.  
I gathered information from several archives including the Smithsonian’s Archives of 
American Art, the DuSable Museum, the Art Institute of Chicago, and the center’s own 
collection and files. I also mined news about the SSCAC from African American newspapers 
and periodicals, such as the Chicago Defender and Pittsburgh Courier.  
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Significance  
 
Since opening its doors to the public in December 1940, the SSCAC has been subject to 
the effects of America’s volatile economy and sociopolitical climate. Corporate and private 
donations have greatly decreased. New federal committees have limited the scope and 
programming of arts organizations and institutions, making institutions like the SSCAC 
ineligible to compete for funds. In many instances, funding has been awarded to those 
institutions and organizations that promote a broad, inclusive mission responsive to America’s 
diverse population. Unfortunately, many institutional limitations continue to censor the 
production and exhibition of African American art. I assert the perpetual need for community art 
centers, like the SSCAC, in the promotion and preservation of limitless black cultural identities. 
By 1991, the South Side Community Art Center had become one of the most important 
arts institutions not only to Chicago’s African American community, but to the greater Chicago 
cultural environment, as well. While the SSCAC was instrumental in the creative development of 
internationally recognized artists such as Gordon Parks and Charles White, its programs had the 
most impact locally as Chicago’s lesser-known and emerging black artists received equal 
opportunities to exhibit their work. The SSCAC also continues to be a vital arts institution in 
light of the current reduction of art education from the public school system and increased 
museum admission and art class fees. 
Political leader and orator Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) once said, “A people without the 
knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots.”1 In this thesis, I 
aim to give the SSCAC more visible “roots” to build upon for continued growth and 
preservation. This appraisal of the SSCAC’s exhibition history and programs, as well as the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Marcus Garvey, cited in Rufus Burrow, Jr., James H. Cone and Black Liberation Theology (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2001), 21. 
2 Margaret Goss Burroughs, “Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center: A Personal Recollection,” as cited in 
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impact of various efforts by the government, corporations, and individuals within the community 
over a fifty-year span, will demonstrate the significance and vitality of this cultural institution.  
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Chapter 1: Setting the Stage: Economic and Cultural Precedents of the South Side 
Community Art Center, 1913-1940 
 
Before her death in November 2010, Margaret Goss Burroughs (née Taylor) (1917-2010) 
served the South Side Community Art Center as charter and board member, former teaching 
artist, and self-appointed “griot” (storyteller and keeper of historical accounts). In recalling her 
experience as both a Chicago resident and longtime artist, Burroughs remembered the lack of an 
inclusive exhibition space before the opening of the SSCAC in 1940: “Prior to the advent of the 
art center, we black artists of Chicago had no place to get together, to exchange ideas, or to 
exhibit our works. There were absolutely no opportunities for us to show in the downtown 
galleries (these galleries did not recognize art by blacks as legitimate). Only a very few of those 
who could afford it were able to attend classes at the Art Institute of Chicago, or the private art 
schools.”2 Racial discrimination has been and continues to be a blemish on American history. As 
evidenced by Burroughs’ words, the visual arts were not immune to prejudice but yet another 
arena for racially oppressive conduct.  
Education and Exhibition of Work by Black Artists in Chicago, 1913-1940 
 While Chicago’s private galleries did not acknowledge African American artists, access 
to art education was more easily attained. Founded as both art museum and art academy in 1879, 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) distinguished itself by admitting African 
American students despite the Jim Crow admission policies at other art schools across the 
country. The first African American graduate, Archibald Motley, Jr. (1891-1981), enrolled in 
1913. Other early alumni include sculptor Richmond Barthé (1915-1980), Charles Dawson 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Margaret Goss Burroughs, “Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center: A Personal Recollection,” as cited in 
John Franklin White, Art and Action: American Art Centers and The New Deal (Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 1987), 131. 
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(1889-1981), William Edouard Scott (1884-1964), and Dox Thrash (1893-1965). These artists 
went on to receive national and international recognition.  
 The rise in black enrollment at the SAIC prompted the museum to provide an outlet of 
exhibitions for all of its recent graduates. In November 1927, the museum presented the 
inaugural “Negro in Art Week” exhibition with support from the Chicago Woman’s Club. 
Despite the catalogue’s cover illustration featuring juxtaposed images of an Egyptian pharaoh, a 
Kongo sculpture, and modern black performers, pastoral landscapes and portraits dominated the 
exhibition (Fig. 1).3  The “Negro in Art Week” exhibition marked the first exhibition of black 
artists at a major American museum but represented the mainstream museum system’s 
unwillingness to promote a range of subjects and styles by African American artists. 
 The private sector offered these artists an opportunity to experiment with and develop 
their art outside the confines of academia. The Rosenwald, Harmon, and Guggenheim 
Foundations all offered financial support to Chicago’s leading black artists, enabling them to 
travel and create. Real estate developer William Harmon (1862-1928) set the precedent for 
recognizing African American achievements, not only in the fine arts but also in business, 
education, farming, literature, music, race relations, religious service, and science.  In 1922, he 
established the Harmon Foundation. Many Chicago artists’ works appeared in group and solo 
exhibitions organized by the foundation and/or were directly sponsored by grants.4  
In 1925, the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation began to recognize those 
"who have demonstrated exceptional capacity for productive scholarship or exceptional creative 
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Chicago, 1932-1950 (New Brunswick, NJ:  Rutgers University Press, 2011), 69. 
4 For a full scope of Harmon’s influence and a comprehensive list of the foundation’s artists, see Gary A. Reynolds, 
Beryl J. Wright, and David C. Driskell, Against the Odds: African-American Artists and the Harmon Foundation 
(Newark, NJ: Newark Museum Association, 1990). 
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ability in the arts."5 In 1929, Motley was the first black artist to receive the fellowship. Locally, 
Chicago businessman and philanthropist Julius Rosenwald (1862-1932) established the 
Rosenwald Fund in 1917 and preceded William Harmon in supporting a wide spectrum of 
programs.6 Between 1928 and 1948, the Fund's fellowship program awarded stipends to 
hundreds of African American artists, including SAIC graduate Charles White (1918-1979). 
These foundations enabled the production of several thousands of works by African Americans 
and supported the efforts of professional artists. 
George Neal and the Art Crafts Guild, 1932-1940 
Fortunately for Burroughs and the next generation of Chicago’s black artists, they found 
in George E. Neal (1906-1938) a willing instructor who encouraged his pupils to explore a 
diversity of subjects and styles at little to no cost. Neal, a sign painter and illustrator from 
Memphis, Tennessee, taught eager students a combination of the skills he acquired as a student 
at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago’s night courses. These included “the ‘social realist’ 
tendencies of white artists like Ben Shan and other currents of Western painting: landscape, still 
life, abstraction.”7  In 1932, Neal organized the Art Crafts Guild, which consisted of his most 
promising young students. He instructed Guild members to paint all manner of people and places 
in their neighborhood. Burroughs recalled her teacher leading sketching tours of the 
neighborhood and inviting local residents to observe his studio classes.8 The Art Crafts Guild 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 “The Fellowship,” John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, http://www.gf.org/about-the-foundation/the-
fellowship/.  
6 For more information on the Julius Rosenwald Fund, fellowship program, and its outreach, see “New Philanthropic 
Ventures, 1924-1928” and “The Julius Rosenwald Fund, Hoover, and the Depression, 1928-1930” in Peter M. 
Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald: The Man Who Built Sears, Roebuck and Advanced the Cause of Black Education in the 
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7 Bone and Courage, 141. 
8 Margaret T.G. Burroughs, Life with Margaret: The Official Autobiography (Chicago, IL: In Time Publishing, 
2003), 161. 
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raised funds by sponsoring parties and exhibitions of their work at the local YMCA, church 
basements, and every other space available to aspiring black artists at that time.  
 Guild activities supplemented the formal art instruction Burroughs and her classmates 
received during the day as students at Englewood High School. The school’s reputable art 
department graduated many future SAIC students. Motley was among the first black students as 
his family moved into the white neighborhood of Englewood before the residential color line had 
become firmly fixed. Englewood’s art faculty members had exhibited at the Paris Salon, New 
York Watercolor Club, and the Art Institute of Chicago. They nurtured several generations of 
artists in Englewood’s four art rooms, said to be the best equipped in the city.9  
 The art club of primarily young, poor, black artists who met every Sunday afternoon at 
each other’s homes was a springboard for the burgeoning artistic capacities of Charles White. 
His work reflected a maturity he had assumed through what Robert Bone and Richard A. 
Courage credit to “an early love of reading and drawing, nourishing his imagination and sense of 
beauty as if to shield himself from poverty and the daily humiliations of race.”10 White enjoyed 
the benefits of the flourishing art program at Englewood High but was frustrated with both the 
general and art curriculum’s lack of coverage on African American contributors. When White 
mentioned Frederick Douglass or the painters Edward Bannister or Henry O. Tanner, he 
remembered his teachers were offended.  “My teachers answered smugly and often angrily. The 
histories from which we were taught, they would say, were written by competent people, and 
whatever they did not mention was simply not important enough to mention.”11 
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  Fortunately, Neal was able to foster White’s inquisitiveness and desire to produce more 
uplifting images of African Americans; the young artist recalled that his teacher “got us out of 
the studio and into the street. He made us conscious of the beauty of those beat-up old 
shacks…conscious of the beauty of black people. He got us away from the old-time movie 
magazines that some of us, wanting to do illustrations, copied and were influenced by.”12 White 
dedicated his life to channeling his disdain for derogatory images of African Americans in mass 
media into creating sensitive images that expressed humanity and dignity. Neal’s directive and 
White’s determination to combat degradation of the black image resulted in the development of 
the artist’s signature style seen in black and white or sepia and white drawings, paintings, and 
lithographs. Every composition reflected superior standards of draftsmanship. 
White’s subjects were informed by readings and guild discussions of Alain Locke’s New 
Negro. In 1925, prolific writer, educator, philosopher and patron of the arts, Locke (1886-1954) 
published his famous anthology, The New Negro. The influential compilation contained essays 
that shaped the manner in which black American artists and academics viewed themselves. It 
emphasized both the humanness inherent in black people through reference to the diversity of 
voices and talents in black America and their essential connection through "legacy" to the 
African continent.13 Locke encouraged African American artists to look to the works of their 
African ancestors for subject matter and styles to depict in modern painting and sculpture. Locke 
established a reputable presence in the art community and secured museum speaking 
engagements, organized numerous exhibitions, and wrote the introductions for several landmark 
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catalogs of African art. In November 1927, he was the keynote speaker at the SAIC’s historical 
“Negro in Art Week” exhibition.14 
 Burroughs and her cohort supplemented study of Locke’s publications with discussions 
of modern art trends, current events, African American history, and the writings of Marx, Engels, 
and Lenin at Morris Topchevsky’s studio. Polish immigrant Morris Topchevsky (1899-1947) 
was the resident art instructor at the Abraham Lincoln Center, a local settlement house founded 
in 1905 under the auspices of the All Souls Church.  His studio at the Lincoln Center was an 
interracial gathering place for young artists. Before teaching, Topchevsky studied art at the Hull 
House, a settlement house with innovative social, educational, and artistic programs that opened 
its doors to recently arrived European immigrants, and the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
In 1925, he traveled to Mexico with Hull House co-founder and social reformer Jane Addams to 
visit poor neighborhoods and to meet with local leaders. During his studies, Topchevsky worked 
as a billboard designer and painter. He was inspired by the Aztec and Mayan sculptures and by 
the Mexican muralists Diego Rivera (1886-1957) and José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949).15 
When Topchevsky returned to Chicago during the Depression, he applied the social messages 
and monumental effect of the Mexican muralists to his work and encouraged White and 
Burroughs to do the same.  
Between Neal’s lessons, art classes at Englewood High School, and history lessons at 
Topchevsky’s studio, Guild members used their respective mediums to abstractly explore 
socially conscious subject matter. Burroughs was one of two female artists and also one of the 
youngest Guild members. Her early works were watercolor renderings of her surroundings, 
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undoubtedly the result of Neal’s sketching tours and the inaccessibility of expensive oils, canvas, 
and stretchers. Another one of Neal’s most promising students, Eldzier Cortor (b. 1916) 
abandoned aspirations of becoming a cartoonist after studying fine art as a student at Englewood. 
Like White, Charles Sebree (1914-1985) also had exhibited creative aptitude at an early age; an 
impressed teacher at his elementary school introduced his work to the modernist Renaissance 
Society at the University of Chicago.16 As a teenager, Sebree’s works were featured in a two-
artist show and several group exhibitions in the Society’s prestigious gallery.   
After high school, several Guild members matriculated at the SAIC. Eldzier Cortor and 
Charles Sebree, and Charles White were among the institution’s graduates. White’s very first 
showing at a Guild-sponsored exhibition in 1936 garnered him a scholarship to the SAIC.  There, 
White was dismayed by the lack of African American contributors in the collegiate curriculum. 
He was often at odds with most of his teachers and classmates and developed “a kind of secret 
life, a new world of facts and ideas in diametric opposition to what was being taught in the class 
rooms and text books.”17 Like Motley and his contemporaries years earlier, White and other Art 
Guild members who had sought formal art education at the SAIC were undoubtedly limited by 
the school’s Eurocentric curriculum and they challenged teachers who “never mentioned a Negro 
in history.”18 Guild discussions of art and social history, news, trends, and revolutions continued 
to provide a much-needed, yet officially unrecognized, parallel.  
Bronzeville and the Great Migration, ca. 1890 - 1930 
These young black men and women shared more than an alma mater and creative 
passion; most of them represented families that had relocated to Chicago’s Bronzeville 
neighborhood from southern cities. Urban centers like Chicago and New York provided relief 
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17 White, 35-36. 
18 Ibid. 
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from the racial oppression of Jim Crow laws, regulations restricting nearly all aspects of life for 
African Americans in the South. Historians divide the migrations into two major periods. In the 
1890s, the first wave of black migration from South to North came largely from the states of the 
"Upper South," and lasted less than a decade.19 The lack of jobs available to African Americans 
discouraged more migration during this time. In the first decade of the twentieth century most 
blacks were relegated to service positions and these jobs were often insecure and difficult to 
obtain. Those who were barely thriving in Chicago discouraged their southern friends and family 
from joining them. Even the Chicago Defender, Chicago’s leading black newspaper, which later 
would become the primary cheerleader for northward migration, advised black southerners to 
fight racism in the South rather than seek new homes. Defender editor Robert Abbott (1870-
1940) and other prominent black Chicagoans saw no advantage in an influx of unemployable 
men and women likely to become a burden on the community.20  
By 1916, the onset of World War I in 1914 and the booming industry promised economic 
stability for southern African Americans still desperate to escape racial discrimination and 
poverty.  Nations at war in Europe wanted to buy American industrial products and companies 
needed more workers as the war had stifled European immigration and eliminated the usual 
source of manual labor. Reluctantly, Northern industrialists hired African Americans, and as 
white male workers were mobilized for the war, white women were as well.21 Railroad yards, 
steel mills, and packinghouses paid wages exponentially higher than those offered to African 
Americans in the South. The absence of formal segregation laws in northern cities also swayed 
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21 Ibid., 13. 
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many; better education, voting, and legal rights attracted approximately 500,000 black 
southerners between 1916 and 1919, and twice that many in the following decade.22  
Burroughs, White, Cortor, and many other Art Crafts Guild members and their families 
were among approximately 50,000 to 75,000 black newcomers to arrive in Chicago.23 The 
combination of escalating racial tension and the promise of economic stability and better 
education brought Burroughs and her family to Chicago from New Orleans in 1922. Shortly 
before the relocation, a family member had been kidnapped and murdered by a gang of whites. 
Upon arrival in Chicago, Burroughs’ father found employment in the stockyards and her mother 
as a domestic. Their children no longer missed large parts of each school year to pick cotton or 
chop cane. Like Burroughs, Cortor was a Chicago resident because of migration from south to 
north. His father, an electrician and small businessman, moved the family from Virginia to 
Chicago in 1917 where he earned a good living until the Depression struck. Art Crafts 
Guildsman Charles White was a native Chicagoan. His mother, the daughter of poor Mississippi 
farmers, and his father, a construction worker from Georgia, met and married in Chicago four 
years before White’s birth.24 
Chicago had established African American communities dating before the Civil War. 
These communities also suffered from racial discrimination, with blacks restricted to where they 
could live, shop, and work. During the Great Migration, African Americans populated the South 
Side. According to the Bronzeville Historical Society, the largest number of African Americans 
in Chicago settled between 18th Street on the north and 51st Street on the south, State Street on 
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the west, and Cottage Grove on the east.25 Because of the swell of African Americans in the area, 
the quarter earned the nickname Bronzeville. The name is derived from the term “bronzeville,” a 
generic reference to any segregated, predominantly black town or place in the post-Civil War 
United States.26 In 1930, a Chicago Bee editor reportedly used the name in a campaign to elect 
the "mayor of Bronzeville." It reflected both the dominant skin color of the members of the 
community and an attempt to raise the community's and outsiders' favor toward the area, as the 
word "bronze" had a more positive connotation than "black."27 
Diane Grams, author of Producing Local Color: Art Networks in Ethnic Chicago (2010), 
describes early Bronzeville as “the place where a racially segregated, clearly circumscribed, but 
economically diverse and cultural rich black population was contained; it was a place where poor 
blacks, middle-class blacks, black professionals, and black entrepreneurs all lived together 
because restrictive covenants barred them from living anywhere else in Chicago.”28 Referred to 
as a “city within a city” that functioned almost autonomously from the rest of Chicago, Grams 
concludes that Bronzeville was never a city with corporate boundaries. The area became a 
community inhabited by musicians, businessmen, politicians, entrepreneurs, and millionaires.  It 
boasted the nation's first black-owned and operated bank and insurance company, and was an 
area where African American businesses were established and thrived. During the 1900s, it 
became the home to several black newspapers and 731 business establishments in sixty-one lines 
of work. 29  
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Bone and Courage assert the intersection of Forty-seventh Street and South Parkway was 
the geographical and cultural center of Bronzeville in the 1930s and 1940s. Renowned 
sociologists John Gibbs St. Clair Drake (1911-1990) and Horace Cayton (1903-1970), co-authors 
of Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (1945, revised 1962, revised 
1970), a landmark study of race and urban life in Chicago, noted that this intersection 
“overshadows all other business areas in size and importance.”30 Bone and Courage cite St. Clair 
Drake and Cayton’s profile of Bronzeville for Holiday magazine:  
Within a half-mile radius of ‘Forty-seven and South Park’ are clustered most of 
the major community institutions, among them the Negro-staffed Provident 
Hospital, the George Cleveland Hall Library; DuSable High School; the South 
Parkway Branch of the YMCA and Corpus Christi, the ‘largest colored Catholic 
house in the country.’ Here, too, are the Black Belt’s Hotel Grand, the Parkway 
Community House, and the Michigan Boulevard Garden Apartments built by 
Julius Rosenwald in 1929 for the middle and upper income Negro families.31 
 
In a comparison to connotative identifiers of destinations like Emerald City or Mecca, Grams 
recognized the name Bronzeville as a “symbol of a place; it referred to a specific place where 
black life, culture, business, and politics thrived…. and it represented black cultural 
distinction.”32  
Chicago was just one of many early meccas of black culture. As New York’s own 
“bronzeville,” Harlem birthed and hosted black and white intellectuals, artists, and writers during 
a cultural movement that spanned the 1920s and 1930s later known as the Harlem Renaissance. 
In 1925, Alain Locke coined the term “New Negro” and called for African Americans to attain a 
new sense of self-determination.33 During this time, a diverse cadre of professionals advocated 
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and lived a new black identity, challenged racist stereotypes, and encouraged racial and social 
integration through the production of art, literature, and music. 
Height of the Chicago Black Renaissance, 1918-1929 
The concurrent New Negro movement in Chicago was just as vibrant as that of Harlem. 
Robert Abbot’s Chicago Defender thrived alongside three other Chicago-based black weeklies. 
Abbot became a major proponent of migration and championed the New Negro phenomenon: 
“The same old tinted individual has been roused into self-consciousness, awakened to his own 
possibilities, with stiffened backbone, with new ambitions, new desires, new hopes for the 
future.”34 Abbot’s words were echoed in the tomes of Bronzeville authors like Richard Wright 
(1908-1960), and Harlem transplants, Langston Hughes (1902-1967) and Arna Bontemps (1902-
1973). Bone and Courage remarked that “If writers of the Harlem Renaissance tended to turn 
inward, toward heightened ethnic consciousness and a romantic identification with a southern-
rooted folk culture, writers of the Black Chicago Renaissance tended to turn outward, toward 
social transformation achieved through the cold-eyed documentation of oppressive social 
realities.”35  
Various music genres, from gospel to the blues to jazz, found receptive audiences on the 
South Side. After all, in Bronzeville, “music was the precocious discipline, blossoming earliest, 
most spectacularly, and with the broadest audiences.”36 The South Side had more than enough 
venues and patrons to accommodate these musicians and entertainers as natives and visitors 
frequented the most elegant of Bronzeville’s nightclubs – the Rhumboogie, Club de Lisa, and El 
Grotto. The achievements of gospel musicians Dorsey and Mahalia Jackson (1911-1972), the 
work of bluesmen Bill Broonzy (1903-1958) and Muddy Waters (1913-1983), and the jazz 
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masterpieces of Joe “King” Oliver (1885-1938), Louis Armstrong (1901-1971), and Earl Hines 
(1903-1983) all bear testament to Chicago’s singular importance as birthplace and incubator of 
distinctively African American music genres in the wake of the Great Migration.37  
Bronzeville was a breeding ground for a multiplicity of creative expression. The 
community birthed and nurtured the Art Crafts Guild in this thriving cultural environment as it 
continued to build on the legacy of the earlier generation. In 1923, SAIC graduates William 
McKnight Farrow (1885-1967) and Charles Dawson (1889-1981) founded the all-black Chicago 
Art League. The group sponsored exhibitions and public lectures at the Wabash Avenue YMCA. 
The League explored and promoted Locke’s directive to embrace the ancestral arts. Farrow, 
president, delivered a slide-illustrated lecture on art history intended “to show the direct 
connection between the later African work and that of Egypt and to indicate by that means the 
historical background from which the Negro of today may draw much inspiration.” 38 
Historian Daniel Schulman reports Archibald Motley, Jr. refused to join the Chicago Art 
League.39 Perhaps he foresaw the realization of grander ambitions. After graduating from SAIC 
in 1918, Motley aspired to make his mark as a portrait painter and experimented widely with the 
genre. His series exhibited impressive technical expertise but failed to sell. Motley shifted his 
focus to multi-figure compositions that “tell a story,” especially “night scenes where you find a 
lot of these people of my race.”40 The young artist was heavily influenced by George Bellows 
(1882-1925), a white painter associated with the Ashcan school. Bellows’ work emphasized 
individual expression and techniques that captured the energy, speed, and tension of modern city 
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life. Motley remained in Chicago, developing his signature style and offering private classes, 
until his work began to garner national attention.  
In February 1928, a solo exhibition featuring twenty-six of Motley’s oil paintings opened 
at the prestigious Madison Avenue New Gallery in New York. Twenty-two of the paintings sold, 
netting Motley a substantial income and a Guggenheim fellowship to study abroad. Motley 
selected France and joined a bevy of African American artists living and working in the country 
during the time.41 He spent the summer of 1929 observing and painting the cosmopolitan scene 
in Paris. After the year concluded, Motley returned to a Chicago stricken by the Great 
Depression.  
The Great Depression, the Works Progress Administration, and the Federal Art Project 
When Wall Street crashed in 1929, every social stratum of American life was forced to 
reevaluate the future. Life savings disappeared as more than 5,000 banks failed at an alarming 
rate. Rural communities folded as farm prices dropped to disastrous lows. Net farm income in 
1932 was $1.8 billion, less than one-third of the figure three years earlier.42 The American dream 
provisionally became obsolete as it was no longer the place where there was something for 
everybody who worked hard. Unemployed school teachers, insurance salespersons, and dentists 
joined the homeless in bread lines. Chicago was one of the cities most affected by the Great 
Depression. It was estimated that several hundred homeless and unemployed were sleeping 
nightly in Chicago parks. The city’s unpaid teachers fed their malnourished students from their 
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own waning funds.43 Urban dwellers and farmers congregated in Washington, D.C. demanding 
emergency legislation to alleviate their financial woes.  
The struggle for survival in this desperate period was compounded for artists, who 
needed food, rent money, and heat but also materials, tuition, and venues to display their work. 
Thousands of artists were unemployed as patronage disappeared and art galleries shuttered their 
doors. The government had no precedent or history of assisting destitute artists. Art critic 
Suzanne LaFollette hypothesized the lack of federal assistance to artists was the result of a 
societal belief that artists were comfortable with poverty; they needed to starve to achieve 
greatness.44 Motley, who had enjoyed a studio in Montmartre during his Guggenheim tenure in 
Paris, returned to Chicago to find a decimated fine art market and turned to manual labor to 
survive.45 
Fortunately for these literally starving artists, the private sector provided some relief. 
Founded in 1911, the College Art Association (CAA), the principal professional association in 
the United States for practitioners and scholars of art, art history, and art criticism, assisted artists 
in New York. CAA president John Shapley (ca. 1890-1978) was instrumental in securing exhibit 
space through the College Art Artists’ Cooperative. The organization was able to assist more 
artists through a partnership with the Gibson Committee, a group of wealthy, civic-minded New 
York residents. The Emergency Work and Relief Bureau of the Gibson Committee employed 
artists to paint murals in churches and neighborhood centers and to teach art in settlement 
houses. For those artists living beyond urban centers, relief was nonexistent.46 
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The Hoover administration pursued many policies in an attempt to pull the country out of 
depression. In 1929, Hoover authorized the Mexican Repatriation program, a forced migration of 
approximately 500,000 Mexicans and Mexican Americans to Mexico to combat rampant 
unemployment, reduce the burden on municipal aid services, and remove people seen as usurpers 
of American jobs.47 Bureaucrats encouraged the purchase of American-made products by 
increasing the cost of imported goods with the ratification of the Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act in 
1930.  However, economic depression now spread through much of the world, and other nations 
increased tariffs on American-made goods in retaliation, reducing international trade, and 
worsening the Depression.48 Hoover refused to fund welfare programs as he feared direct relief 
payments to individuals would quell the incentive to work. 
By 1932, it was evident that Hoover’s initiatives were ineffective as U.S. employment 
peaked at 24.9%.49 Americans expressed their disapproval in that year’s election and in an 
overwhelming 59-472 Electoral College vote, Hoover was dismissed from the Oval Office for 
former New York governor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882-1945). March 4, 1933 marked 
Roosevelt’s first day in office, as well as the inception of the “New Deal.”  FDR’s initiatives 
were organized around 3 Rs: relief (government jobs for the unemployed), recovery (economic 
growth), and reform (through regulation of Wall Street, banks and transportation).50  
While the Hoover administration had done very little to assuage the plight of America’s 
artists, under Roosevelt’s plan, they were not forgotten. Two men appeared to save the American 
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artists from economic destruction and establish a historic precedent for federal support of the 
arts. Edward Bruce (1879-1943), lawyer, businessman, and professional painter, and later, 
Holger Cahill (1887-1960), writer, museum curator, and art expert, emerged as the principal 
organizers of New Deal art programs to create jobs for destitute artists. Bruce came to 
Washington, D.C. in 1932 as a lobbyist for the Calamba Sugar Estate of San Francisco and 
remained in the capitol when Roosevelt appointed him U.S. delegate to the London Economic 
Conference in 1933. Bruce’s interest in art developed during international business travel after he 
graduated from Columbia Law School in 1904.51 Despite a full immersion into bureaucratic life, 
Bruce continued to paint and retained connections with the art world by curating regular, highly 
acclaimed exhibitions. 
The CAA, multiple museums, and several professional organizations criticized the 
Roosevelt administration because it had not reached an experimental stage of relief planning for 
artists. As a result, Bruce was hired to articulate artists’ needs to the Roosevelt administration 
and guided the specific direction of the federal art programs.52 In December 1933, the president 
created the Civil Works Administration (CWA), a relief program designed to specifically assist 
white-collar workers. Under Bruce’s leadership, the CWA founded the first program for artists, 
the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP). Under PWAP, 3,749 artists produced 15,663 pieces for 
the embellishment of federal, state, and municipal buildings and parks until the program’s final 
month, June 1934.53 Bruce organized the program into sixteen regions and selected chairpersons 
to lead each committee.  
Bruce and his staff attempted to forestall criticism of the regional administrations by 
selecting committee members outside the art world, thereby avoiding the appointment of 
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professional artists or representatives of particular art societies or stylistic points of view. Bruce 
named Chicago stockbroker and advocate of the arts, Walter Brewster, director of a committee 
that included Increase Robinson (who would later succeed Brewster in early 1934 as Region Ten 
director).54 Chicago was the administrative base of PWAP’s Region Ten, which included Illinois, 
Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. 
Federal Relief Comes to Illinois: PWAP, FAP, Artists and Administrators, 1933-1938 
A small article appeared in The Chicago Tribune on December 15, 1933 stating that all 
interested artists should sign up for the PWAP in room 1135 of the Field Building, 135 S. 
LaSalle Street. Before the article appeared, Chicago artists lined up in front of the office because 
news of the impending program had spread first by word of mouth.55 The Region Ten committee 
sought artists who would carry out the artistic and operational goals of the new project in light of 
Bruce’s national policy that PWAP artists paint “American Scene.” George Biddle (1885-1973), 
a well-known artist and friend of Roosevelt, undoubtedly influenced the formation of this 
objective. In May 1933, Biddle wrote his former classmate and cited Mexican muralists of the 
1920s who depicted the social ideals of the Revolution on public walls. Biddle suggested that 
American artists could also produce mural art of vital, national expression under the New Deal.56 
During the first week, new recipients of government aid had an opportunity to present 
their manifestations of “The American Scene.” According to Robert McElvaine, author of The 
Great Depression: America, 1929-1941, the committee conducted a selection process and 
permitted those painters and sculptors who exhibited decided talent and sincerity in the 
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development of the subject to remain on the payroll.57 The Region Ten committee permitted 
“about 700 artists to register and employed about 145.”58 Artists who made the cut received a 
tolerable wage – compensation for a completed work of art each month. Class A artists received 
$38.5059 per week and Class B artists received $23.85 per week.60 Often, compensation was 
flexible based on the amount of time required to complete a work, the availability of materials, 
the size of the canvas, and the complexity of the composition.  
  On April 28, 1934, the PWAP in Illinois came to an end because the national program 
was an emergency measure that functioned only through June 1934. In total, Region Ten’s art 
production, most of which came from Chicago, totaled 513 oils, 736 watercolors and drawings, 
200 sketches for larger projects, seventy-three murals, fifty-six sculptures, four bas-reliefs for 
mural projects, ninety editions of prints, and nine miscellaneous works.61 During the month of 
May, hundreds of people curious about the project viewed an exhibition of works that had not 
been allocated to public institutions at the LaSalle Street PWAP office. 
While public response was supportive and generally favorable, critics targeted the 
regional committee for certain administrative practices. Art critic C.J. Bulliet charged the 
Chicago PWAP officials with “open favoritism.”62 Across the country, many critics who took 
issue with the protocol and tone established by the federal PWAP administration echoed 
Bulliet’s accusations. When Bruce directed his regional chairperson to emphasize the use of the 
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American scene in their projects, it discouraged some of the abstractionists and excluded many 
from the relief program. Abstract artist George Byron Browne (1907-1961) expressed his disdain 
with the PWAP:  
In the first place, the subject matter is dictated to the artist. As my work contains 
little or no emphasis on subject matter, I was ignored for a long time after the 
PWAP began to function and then put off after a period of four weeks. This has 
also happened in many other cases. So here we have a great art movement in the 
country with the idea of aiding the artist. As far as I, and many others are 
concerned, we might be at the North Pole.63 
 
Bruce imposed his own standards of quality and ability on the PWAP selection process, 
overshadowing the ultimate aims of the program, to provide relief to destitute artists. 
Despite administrative control over subject matter, many critics heralded the 
accomplishments of the PWAP such as Howard Vincent O’Brien of the Chicago Daily News 
who noted “that art previously had been a plaything of the rich; now, for the first time, a 
democratic art was being bought and paid for by the American people.”64 A few months before 
the PWAP was liquidated due to end of the CWA, Bruce organized a national exhibition of 
PWAP work at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. Bruce and staff carefully 
selected a few more than 500 of 15,000 works of art produced nationwide. The President and 
First Lady spent an hour and a half at the preview and selected thirty-two of the best easel 
paintings to be presented to the White House. In her comments at the formal opening of the 
exhibit, Mrs. Roosevelt offered, “No country comes of age until it appreciates art. No one can 
really live without it.”65 
Praise for every facet of the PWAP attested to the democratic nature, widespread relief 
for artists, and cultural impact of the program and its products, but the recipient rolls did not 
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reflect an integrated program. In 2009, the Smithsonian American Art Museum commemorated 
the 75th anniversary of PWAP with a traveling exhibition of works produced during the 
program’s six-month tenure. Art and travel writer Marsha Dubrow noted, “The Public Works of 
Art Program (PWAP) included only ten African American artists among the almost 3,750 
PWAP participants who created more than 15,600 paintings, murals, sculptures, and other works, 
according to explanatory labels on the walls.”66  
The small number of African Americans in the PWAP is evidence of their sweeping 
exclusion from New Deal benefits. Social Security was denied to blacks, and most unions 
excluded blacks from membership. Although many Americans suffered economically during the 
Great Depression, African Americans also faced social ills, such as racism, discrimination, and 
segregation. Despite an unprecedented number of blacks appointed to second-level positions in 
the Roosevelt administration, there was no legislative attempt to end segregation or to increase 
black rights in the South.67  
First lady Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962), Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes (1874-
1952), and civil rights activist Aubrey Williams (1890-1965) were among several figures who 
worked to secure more of the New Deal benefits for African Americans. Their efforts resulted in 
the allocation of at least 10% of welfare payments to the African American community.68 The 
formation of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in 1935 provided exponential relief to 
impoverished blacks around the country. On April 8, 1935, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
directed Congress to fund the WPA with passage of the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act. 
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The WPA was the largest and most ambitious New Deal agency, employing millions of unskilled 
workers to carry out public works projects, including the construction of public buildings and 
roads.  
The WPA not only hired African Americans; its projects contributed to their well-being. 
WPA construction crews built and renovated hospitals, housing projects, schools, parks, 
playgrounds, and swimming pools in black communities. Impoverished black children and adults 
received free medical and dental care at clinics staffed by black and white doctors and doctors 
employed by the WPA. By 1935, there were 3,500,000 African Americans (men, women and 
children) on relief, almost thirty-five percent of the African American population, plus another 
250,000 African American adults were working on WPA projects. Altogether during 1938, about 
forty-five percent of the nation's African American families were either on relief or were 
employed by the WPA. Over 5,000 African American instructors and supervisors worked on the 
WPA’s educational programs. They taught a quarter of a million black adults to read and write, 
cutting the illiteracy rate by five percent.69 
The Federal Arts Project (FAP) provided a surge of relief to African American artists. In 
May 1935, the president asked Harry Hopkins, administrator of the newly created WPA, “Will 
you and Bruce try to work out a project for the artists?”70 When the PWAP was defunded, 
Congress and the Treasury Department continued to fund a series of relief programs for artists, 
devised by Bruce, but none of the initiatives was as extensive as the program designed by 
Hopkins known as Federal Project Number One. Art, theater, music and writers’ projects were 
the four components of Hopkins’ plan. Bruce declined the offer to head the new art program 
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because he believed professional criteria would be sacrificed under a new relief project. His 
desire to produce quality art outweighed the administration’s desire to preserve workers’ skills 
and morale. Ultimately, Holger Cahill assumed directorship of the Art Project. 
Unlike the American-born and bred Bruce, Cahill immigrated to America from Iceland as 
a young child. In 1918, he served in World War I and returned to New York City and began a 
career in freelance writing and criticism for the New York Post, Nation, and Freeman. His 
articles caught the attention of John Cotton Dana, director of the Newark Museum and Cahill 
was hired to augment the museum’s collection of contemporary American art. In 1930, Cahill 
curated the first American folk and popular art show in America, “American Primitives: An 
Exhibit of the Paintings of Nineteenth Century Folk Artists” at the Newark Museum. The show 
was a critical success and Cahill was called upon to organize many more exhibitions.71  
When approached for the FAP position, Cahill was working for Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 
researching American popular art in the collections of historical societies, local museums, and 
private collections through the South. He continued to pursue a writing career, publishing several 
autobiographical pieces and several critiques of American art. At first, Cahill refused the job 
offer, citing a desire to maintain his writing career and an intimidation by the large 
responsibilities. After much coaxing, Cahill accepted the position. Cahill’s vision for the FAP 
stemmed from his upbringing in an impoverished immigrant family. He aspired to change the 
social environment in which artists found themselves isolated from society. His FAP actively 
would unite artists and society through participation in the arts. Further, it would be inclusive; 
Cahill encouraged artists of all persuasions to participate.72 
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Cahill organized the FAP around four phases: (1) the establishment of the WPA 
Community Art Centers; (2) the production of WPA/FAP art for lending to tax-supported 
institutions; (3) the presentation of WPA/FAP art through traveling exhibitions; and (4) the 
compilation of the Index of American Design.73 The first phase, the establishment of WPA 
community art centers, would become Cahill’s greatest legacy. The idea of the art center had 
been around for some time. In 1936, painter Harry Gottlieb sounded a call for municipal art 
centers at the First American Artists’ Congress.74 The community art centers would serve as a 
manifestation of Cahill’s goals for the WPA/FAP program: (1) to conserve the talents and skills 
of thousands of artists who, through no fault of their own, found themselves on the relief rolls; 
(2) to encourage young artists to definite ability and (3) to integrate the arts, in general, with the 
daily life of the community.75 Cahill aligned the FAP with the president’s objective of 
developing socially useful projects to enhance the quality of American life. 
 Cahill was intent on pushing art beyond the metropolitan centers. He noted the South had 
been left far behind in the development of the arts, particularly in small rural and urban 
communities. Focused and determined to alter the cultural landscape, Cahill sent his assistant 
director, Thomas Parker, to North Carolina to oversee the organization and opening of the first 
WPA Art Center in Raleigh.  From 1935 to 1938, more than four million visitors attended nine 
art centers in North Carolina.76 Each center had it own director and personnel and was organized 
around three main units: gallery, school, and extension work. Each program provided art 
exhibitions, gallery, lectures, and arts and crafts instruction for children and adults. The centers 
were usually located downtown, as Cahill pushed for permanence.  
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The North Carolina centers fulfilled Cahill’s expectations of extension and inclusion. The 
Raleigh Center, under the directorship of James McLean and successor William C. Fields, 
maintained two sub-galleries at Needham Broughton High School and the Crosby-Garfield 
School for Negroes.77 The schools also were sites for art classes. Through a partnership with the 
State Art Society and the Raleigh WPA center, an uptown art gallery was established on the 
second floor of the Supreme Court building. Raleigh became the first city in the United States to 
receive federal assistance for an art center and, consequently, became a model for other centers 
through North Carolina and the United States.  
Despite the success of the Raleigh WPA art centers and similar institutions established in 
additional states, a WPA art center was not established in Illinois until 1940 because of the lack 
of administrative initiative. When the PWAP in Illinois came to an end on April 28, 1934, the 
Illinois Treasury’s programs provided temporary relief. In 1935, former PWAP Region Ten 
committee member Mrs. Josephine Dorothea Reichmann-Robinson (1885-1981) was appointed 
director of the Illinois Art Project (IAP). Under her leadership, the state was divided into seven 
districts. The project was organized by division; Easel, Mural, and Graphics were the most 
populated. The Easel Unit employed more than half of the IAP artists and served as a spring 
board for an additional fifteen percent of the artists who went on to specialize in other divisions. 
Personnel statistics for the IAP suggest that approximately 775 artists and administrators 
participated in the project between 1935 and 1943.78 
 The first years of Robinson’s tenure as IAP director were marked by many successes. Her 
connections with quality artists in the private sector before the Depression and their presence on 
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the IAP helped set the course for the divisions.79 Artists and friends attributed the project’s 
successes to Robinson’s intensity. IAP artist Andrene Kauffman viewed Robinson as “one of the 
finest executives I have ever known: a good artist; had excellent taste in art and in the works of 
artists; had understanding of people; a really outstanding person; strong organizing force for both 
PWAP and WPA.”80 
Many admired Robinson’s energy and capacity for work while others, especially artists, 
resented her practices. She was aggressive in advocating the type of subject matter she thought 
appropriate for the project. She continued to push Bruce’s PWAP emphasis on the American 
Scene, “One of my major interests for years has been to stimulate the American artist to look to 
his own environment for subjects worthy of his consideration to make a lively record of the life 
of our own time and place”81 Many project painters resented her strict guidelines of “No nudes, 
no dives, no social propaganda,”82 as some artists wanted to explore these subjects.  
 Some IAP artists felt that Robinson played favorites. Her hiring practices reflected 
Bruce-like standards as she “interpreted FAP guidelines by substituting her own notions of 
quality rather than accepting the program for what it was – relief for artists in need.”83 The 
tension escalated when the administrator began to target members of the Chicago Artists Union, 
many of whom were IAP artists. Organized in November 1934, the Chicago Artists Union called 
for the creation of a progressive art program. Early union objectives were concerned with 
increasing the employment of artists in Chicago and found Robinson was not fulfilling federal 
directives and national quotas were not being met in Illinois. Union members also proved that 
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Robinson restricted access for blacks to IAP positions. Only Charles Sebree was assigned to the 
easel department. Black artists were IAP employees but were never assigned to their particular 
area of talent. Under Robinson, African American artists “occupied less visible areas of 
responsibility, such as assisting muralists or doing manual labor.”84  
 Cahill had no choice but to relieve Robinson of her duties on March 1, 1938 after the 
WPA Women’s Professional and Service Projects committee issued a report outlining her 
failures as IAP director. Assistant director Florence Kerr remarked,  
I have been reluctantly compelled to conclude that Mrs. Robinson has the vices of 
her virtues; that she is much more interested in some phases of her program in 
than in others. Out of this probably springs what has appeared to be favoritism 
toward certain persons on her project, and neglect or failure to encourage others. 
She has evidently failed to develop certain activities, which are an integral part of 
the national program. I cite particularly, the teaching of art to children and the 
development of community art centers.85  
 
The Illinois FAP was in dire need of an administrator who would fulfill national 
initiatives, especially the WPA art centers. The FAP headquarters were located in a city ripe with 
cultural activity. The cultural environment was ready to benefit from economic initiatives.  
The establishment of the South Side Community Art Center in Chicago, Illinois 
represented the dawn of progressive leadership at the IAP.  On March 7, 1938, George Thorp 
(1904-1972), an architectural sculptor from New York, assumed directorship. Thorp was 
committed to fulfilling the national directives. He pursued the extension objectives Cahill had set 
forth by persuading museum personnel and university faculties to assist in developing regional 
programs. Thorp assembled the Museum and Visual Education Committee and oversaw the 
inception of the Museum Extension Program at Southern Illinois Normal University. The new 
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director’s next order of business was the establishment of a community art center in the IAP’s 
administrative capital, Chicago.  
Although Chicago’s black community had produced and nurtured a thriving visual arts 
scene, President Roosevelt’s relief policies would ultimately position the South Side to receive 
the formal venue it needed to preserve and promote the aesthetics of culture. While a booming 
industrial economy enabled the average black Chicagoan to satisfy basic human needs of food, 
shelter, and clothing, African American artists remained underserved. The School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago offered access to education and opportunities to exhibit but not without bias 
and restrictions. The private sector provided additional outlets for exposure and financial support 
to some professional black artists, but the emerging and young had few options to develop and 
exhibit their talents.  
Relief programs provided employment and opportunities for black artists to hone their 
skills but discriminatory practices and administrative incompetence restricted this experience as 
well. African American artists had no stable place to convene, create, or promote their work. The 
epicenter of Chicago’s black community was ripe for an initiative like a community art center 
because although the talent was present, no institution solely existed for its cultivation and 
promotion.  In 1938, the new IAP director Thorp dispatched Peter Pollack (1909-1978), Illinois 
Federal Arts Project staff member and Jewish uptown gallery owner, to develop a course of 
action that would enhance and sustain Bronzeville’s cultural landscape. 
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Chapter 2: Early Years of the South Side Community Art Center, 1938-1947 
 Construction, excitement, and the realization of a new venue for the exhibition and 
education of art marked the early years of the SSCAC. As a manifestation of President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s economic relief initiatives, the South Side Community Center not only provided jobs 
to unemployed artists and encouraged public support for the visual arts, it quelled a longstanding 
dearth of exhibition and studio space for Chicago’s African American artists. With the early 
support of the federal government, a much-needed cultural institution was established in a 
community already rich with creative capacity.  
In this chapter, I will assert the SSCAC was wholly beneficial to all parties involved. The 
FAP fulfilled its goals of bringing art to the people and providing employment to struggling 
artists. In a show of unprecedented cultural democracy, regardless of race, class, gender, age, or 
disability, exhibitions and classes were open to all those who came to the center. In turn, 
teaching and exhibiting artists received financial and moral support. Further, under the auspices 
of the federal government, depictions of the multifaceted African American experience were 
given a reputable platform for equitable recognition in the American art discourse.  
The South Side Community Art Center is Born, 1938 
When George Thorp appointed Peter Pollack to locate a community for the site of a WPA 
art center, the gallery owner immediately considered Bronzeville and the lack of exhibition and 
studio space for African American artists there. He had previously demonstrated his commitment 
to the cultivation of African American art by providing exhibition opportunities in his North 
Michigan gallery. According to Burroughs, it was in this gallery that black artists including 
herself, Bernard Goss (1913-1966), Charles Sebree, and Joseph Kersey (1908-1983) received 
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their first opportunity to exhibit downtown.86 In 1938, Pollack and his Illinois FAP supervisor, 
George Thorp, initiated the campaign to try and find new venues for the exhibition of black art. 
Thorp and Pollack assembled a group of artists and citizens at the South Side Settlement House 
at 32nd Street and Wabash Avenue. James Graff, the center’s historian, reports Pollack enlisted 
the help of Dr. Metz Lockhard, editor of the Chicago Defender, to put him in contact with some 
prominent South Side blacks.  Pollack credits social worker and socialite, Pauline Kigh Reed, 
with the idea of the art center.  She assembled a group of her affluent friends, none of whom 
were artists, to meet with Pollack. This meeting would begin a long history of the black 
bourgeoisie’s involvement in the center’s development. The relationship would later prove to be 
both beneficial and damaging to the infrastructure.  The existence of divergent accounts attests to 
a longstanding class struggle. 
Burroughs’ account records the preliminary planning committee included herself, the 
Sunday afternoon artist cohort, Mrs. Katherine Moore, and Golden B. Darby, a notorious, 
outspoken white businessman who had also demonstrated early support for black artists. He 
exerted his influence as Chairman of the Board of the South Side Settlement House to inspire the 
center to host a contest for the community’s young black artists. Darby’s insurance firm 
sponsored the contest, providing cash incentives to the winners. Burroughs recalls this contest as 
her first occasion to exhibit and she secured a blue ribbon.87 Darby readily accepted Pollack’s 
request to become the Chairman of the Art Center Sponsoring Committee and was instrumental 
in the organization and charter of the South Side Community Art Center. Mrs. Katherine Moore, 
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the socialite wife of federal judge Herman E. Moore, would become the association’s first 
president. 
According to Burroughs, the group met more than forty times at various locations around 
the city between 1938 and 1939, including the Urban League offices and a funeral parlor.88 
Burroughs remembers October 25, 1939 as the date George Thorp reported that if the association 
could secure a building, the Federal Arts Project would fund renovations. Federal funding would 
also provide payroll for administrative staff, artist teachers, and a maintenance team.89 The 
association had to secure funds for the utilities. Although 1939 came with the promise of federal 
funding, the association had begun fundraising almost a year earlier.   
In fall 1938, the association presented the inaugural Artists’ and Models’ Ball at the 
Savoy Ballroom, located at 47th and South Parkway. The association drafted society woman 
Frances Moseley Matlock to coordinate an event featuring “a combination of food and politics, 
music and art, highbrow social posturing and grassroots cultural work.”90 Burroughs, Joseph 
Kersey, and William Kersey contributed costumes and decorations, as well as artwork for the 
programs. Every year, the program cover illustrated the ball’s theme; the 1939 program reflected 
a Beaux Arts motif (Fig. 2). The thick, black brushstrokes of the half-nude female dancer’s 
physique were accentuated with red highlights throughout the simple outline drawing. Red, a 
color traditionally associated with passion, desire, strength, and courage, was an appropriate 
highlight to the strong black fluid lines. The unknown artist may have been inspired to depict a 
voluptuous, topless dancer with one leg extended from French performance posters and souvenir 
lithographs featuring the star act. In 1927, Paul Colin produced a lithograph entitled Black 
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Thunder, featuring famed dancer, singer, and actress Josephine Baker (1906-1975) in a similar 
pose and costume, but with her back to the viewer (Fig. 3). Although the Artists’ & Models’ Ball 
booklet’s cover model was devoid of the naturalism and detail in the Colin lithograph, the cover 
art offers insight into the flamboyantly sensuous entertainment, complete with beautifully 
costumed models dancing to live music whom guests observed that night at the Savoy ballroom.  
The gala dinner dance became one of the community’s premier social events and a perennial 
source of operating funds for the center.  
The Art Crafts Guild committed all funds raised from theater performances, card parties, 
lectures, and art exhibitions to the SSCAC. According to Bill Mullen, Harlem Renaissance 
sculptor Augusta Savage (1892-1962) embarked upon a fundraising tour for the center.91 She 
lectured in various Chicago venues on “Crises, Past and Present.”92 Sculptor Simon Gordon 
(1908-19621) and social worker Thelma Kirkpatrick Wheaton organized a group of mostly 
female black schoolteachers and social workers to jumpstart a membership drive. Pauline Kigh 
Reed had set the foundation for grassroots organization at initial organization meetings. Reed 
assembled a team of women who had prior fundraising experience, including schoolteacher Ethel 
Hilliard, known for her highly successful development campaigns for the Chicago NAACP. This 
dynamic group of women was also well acquainted with a spectrum of the South Side society 
and at the first meeting, comprised a list of sixty men who would assist in their efforts.93 
Once the funds were secured, the task of finding a location proved to be daunting. The 
south side did not provide many options. As Pollack expressed to Alain Locke, “If someone 
wants to know just how bad housing is on the south side try searching for an art center. 
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Miserable hell holes have ten or more persons. We want eight thousand square feet of space; 
such a property is making somebody rich.” 94 Under the leadership of artist Henry Avery (1906-
1982), chair of the site committee, the South Side Community Center finally found a home at 
3831 South Michigan Avenue. The neighborhood had once been occupied by Chicago’s 
wealthiest families and featured “gorgeous Victorian-style Gold Coast mansions.” 95  
In July 1940, the site committee signed a contract to purchase the three-story brick home 
of baseball magnate Charles Comiskey (Fig. 4).  The first floor living area was the ideal space 
for the future gallery and the top two floors were renovated for workshops, studios, and classes. 
The dilapidated structure was in need of major repairs as it had been used last as a kitchenette 
tenement. IAP designers and architects provided renovation plans and Bronzeville businessmen 
donated construction materials. Over a five-month period, IAP artists worked around the clock to 
construct a gallery, classrooms, meeting space, and craft shops. The interior of the center fused 
European and American design principles, and today provides one of the few remaining models 
of this style. WPA craftsmen constructed furniture for the building. Burroughs was pleased with 
the renovations as expert craftsmen from the FAP “did an excellent job of modernization while 
the fine features of the original structure were still retained.”96  
The renovated Comiskey mansion was more than a fulfillment of the FAP’s promise to 
establish a community art center in Bronzeville; it also represented the potential of cultural 
democracy. Chicago Defender reporters highlighted how the center would make art accessible to 
the neighborhood: “The object of all this art activity is to make art available to all in a personal 
and interesting way and without the high hat and spats the average man is accustomed to 
associate with art. The layman, his wife and children, work with materials and learn the 
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techniques of art. They learn to apply its principles to their daily life.”97 This new accessibility to 
art was further reinforced by community ownership of the building. Residents would never have 
to worry about unlawful confiscation or the denial of access.  Robert Davis of the Defender 
proudly reported, “No longer does [the mansion] belong to one man or one family. Instead, a 
whole community, the South side, owns it. Now, poor folks and good livers, kids and 
octogenarians, the lame, halt and blind are trekking to 3831 South Michigan Avenue.”98 
The South Side Community Art Center Opens to the Public, December 1940 
By December, the center was ready to serve the community. The artists who had 
contributed time and labor to the renovations were rewarded with the success of the first 
exhibition at the Art Center gallery. According to the Chicago Defender, over 400 attended the 
exhibition of forty-two oils and watercolors by White, Avery, Motley, Cortor, Kersey, Goss, and 
many other local artists, both black and white.99  As both executive director and leading FAP 
representative, Pollack penned an eloquent foreword citing how the SSCAC fulfilled both the 
agency’s goals of cultural democracy and celebrated the presence and accomplishments of 
African American artists. “As a symbol, this exhibition holds double significance,” Pollack 
wrote, “typifying the contributions of the Negro in this phase of American culture and 
demonstrating the essential harmony of the Negro artist with his white fellow artists by virtue of 
a common heritage and, in no smaller measure, common aspirations.”100 Art historian Erin Cohn 
asserts 
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Pollack effectively included black artists in the larger FAP project of cultural nationalism by 
celebrating the insertion of images of black life into the category of American art.101 
In this foreword, Pollack also extended greetings to South Side Chicago. His words 
reverberated off the page and reflected an appreciation for the efforts of all those involved in the 
center’s opening. He expressed the importance of the art center to Bronzeville, stating  
The South Side community needs an art center for the same reasons as any other 
community. But there is urgency in its need which is more compelling. This 
community has what is probably the meanest cultural environment in the Chicago 
area – the talents are many, its opportunities few and its frustrations staggering. 
To such a community, an art center means far more than the opportunity to 
broaden cultural horizons. It means an opportunity to break through restraint and 
repression and to meet that basic human need for artistic expression.102 
 
The community responded to Pollack’s rousing words and flocked to the SSCAC. By 
December 1940, more than 50,000 visitors had walked through the doors for exhibitions, classes, 
lectures, demonstrations, club meetings, tours, and gallery talks. The school of the Art Center 
exceeded Cahill’s educational aspirations for the community art center. IAP artists taught over 
12,000 students that first year.103 Burroughs, along with other artists, taught life drawing and 
commercial art, and conducted an artists’ workshop. Bronzeville’s children were ecstatic about 
the promise of free art instruction. In a Chicago Defender feature, a gallery docent recounted her 
conversation with an eager little boy anxious to start classes at the center. He had always been 
interested in watercolors and asked his mother for a set but she could not fulfill his wishes as the 
family needed clothes.104 As promised, the FAP underwrote the SSCAC’s teaching and 
administrative staff salaries and provided materials for art instruction.  
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Just three months prior to the SSCAC’s opening, the American Negro Exposition of 1940 
primed Chicagoans for the art center opening and generated fervor for African American art. 
Known as the most ambitious black national exposition to that point, the event, which ran from 
July 4 through September 2 at the Chicago Coliseum, was heralded as the first black-organized 
World’s Fair and was held in commemoration of the 75th anniversary of the end of the Civil War 
and the official emancipation of African Americans from slavery. Organizers aspired to present 
all aspects of African American life, highlight the accomplishments of the race in every field, 
and ultimately, encourage all attendees to recognize the contributions of African Americans 
since Emancipation.105  
The Tanner gallery, named for Henry Ossawa Tanner (1859-1937), was one of the most 
popular attractions at the Exposition. Alain Locke and Mary Brady, the Harmon Foundation 
director, chaired the gallery committee that included newspaper editor Wendell P. Dabney from 
Cincinnati and artist Hale Woodruff from Atlanta to insure a regionally diverse presentation. The 
selection jury represented a broad range of expertise: James Herring, art chair at Howard 
University and Daniel Catton Rich, director of the Art Institute, joined Richmond Barthé, 
Charles Dawson, and Archibald Motley, Jr., as well as FAP administrators, Holger Cahill and 
Peter Pollack.106 
Three hundred and sixteen pictures, sculptures, carvings, and ceramics representing 115 
artists from around the country comprised what Locke considered to be “the most comprehensive 
and representative collection of the Negro’s that has ever been presented to public view.”107 The 
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gallery’s memorial section featured eleven paintings from its namesake, including Tanner’s The 
Three Marys (n.d.) (on loan from the Art Institute) and works by Malvin Gray Johnson (1896-
1934), Albert Alexander Smith (1896-1940), and other deceased artists. Jacob Lawrence (1917-
2000) submitted a series of forty-one watercolors depicting the life of Toussaint L’Ouverture. 
Attendees were thrilled by familiar names William Johnson (1901-1970), Palmer Hayden (1890-
1973), and Horace Pippin (188-1946), and introduced to artists on the rise. Cartoonist E. Simms 
Campbell (1906-1971), the official illustrator for Esquire and Playboy magazines, won an 
honorable mention for a watercolor submission. Lois Mailou Jones (1905-1998), Selma Burke 
(1900-1995), and Elizabeth Catlett (1915-2012) were among the featured female artists.  
Brady insisted that New York artists have their own room but the separation was 
indistinguishable to onlookers. The Chicago room was dominated by Charles White’s powerful 
black and white prints, Fellow Workers Won’t You March With Us (date unknown) and There 
Were No Crops This Year (1940) and offset by oil renderings of abusive local housing conditions 
by Bernard Goss and Eldzier Cortor. Burroughs and Goss explained, “The Chicago Negro artists 
didn’t go for pure abstract art; it was too empty for him. The Negro artist painted Negro subject 
matter: street scenes; big eyed, hungry children or a bowl of fruit. Whatever the subject, the 
painting was full of social impact.”108 Offerings from Avery and Sebree rounded out the 
representation of local painters while the sculpture of Marion Perkins (1908-1961) and David 
Ross (1908-1984) impressed attendees. The selection of Charles White’s prizewinning There 
Were No Crops This Year for the cover of the exhibition program was the fitting representative 
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of “a cadre of young black artists poised to establish Chicago as a center for visual arts”109 (Fig. 
5). 
For Holger Cahill, the exhibition must have been a stunning cross-section of the creative 
forces at work in two of the most successful WPA art centers. The grassroots efforts resulting in 
the early success of the SSCAC paralleled the only other WPA Community Art Center in a 
predominantly black community, the Harlem Community Art Center (hereafter CAC). Through 
the efforts of Augusta Savage (also a FAP supervisor), Aaron Douglas (1899-1979), and Charles 
Alston (1907-1977), the FAP funded art classes in a renovated garage dubbed the Uptown Art 
Laboratory, and at the nearby Music-Art Center (a joint FAP/Federal Music Project [FMP]).110 
Under the WPA directives, Harlem’s children were exposed to many artists and given the chance 
to create their own work.  
In a photograph from 1938, Harlem CAC students are pictured crouched over wooden 
easels drawing with various tools. The students are surrounded by unidentified matted artworks, 
undoubtedly inspiration for their own pieces (Fig. 6). Whereas the first WPA art center in 
Raleigh provided a model for all community art centers, the Harlem CAC was an even more 
fitting inspiration for the SSCAC as their histories and constituencies served (predominantly 
black) were parallel. Harlem artist Vertis Hayes (1911-2000) purported that their WPA 
community art center  “has become an active cultural force filling a long neglected need in 
Harlem”111 as New York’s black artists, like their Chicago counterparts, were excluded from the 
city’s galleries. Just as the Harlem CAC was “a first step in rectifying this inequality and for 
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instigating a cultural remapping of New York City and the country as a whole,”112 the South Side 
Community Art Center had the potential to transform Chicago’s cultural landscape. 
“We, Too, Look at America”: The Formal Opening and Dedication of the SSCAC, 1941 
When the Exposition concluded in September 1940, Locke met with other members of 
the Art Center’s Sponsors’ committee to outline a plan for the formal opening and dedication. 
Locke suggested the committee invite Eleanor Roosevelt as she was a known arts advocate and 
sympathetic to the African American plight. On May 7, 1941, the first lady formally dedicated 
the center with a ribbon cutting ceremony. Police officers barricaded surrounding streets to 
traffic to accommodate the thousands of spectators who jammed into the area hoping to get a 
glimpse of Mrs. Roosevelt as she toured the facility with the board of directors (Fig. 7).  
After the tour, Locke introduced the First Lady at a nationally broadcast dedication 
banquet held at the Savoy (Fig. 8). Actress Ethel Waters was among the celebrity guests and a 
Cleveland choir provided the music via a radio link-up.113 In his introduction, Locke heralded the 
achievements of the Bronzeville community: “For the first time, at least on such a scale with 
prospects of permanency, a practicing group of Negro artists has acquired a well-equipped 
working base and a chance to grow roots in its own community soil.” 114 The first lady returned 
to Washington, D.C. the next day and reported on the day’s activities in an editorial, “My Day.” 
The Daily Times, Chicago, ran the article on May 9, 1941. Mrs. Roosevelt provided an overview 
of her day, detailed some of the art course offerings and concluded: “It was all a most delightful 
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experience and I am happy to have been able to spend this time in Chicago and to assist at these 
ceremonies.” 115 
The Center’s Sponsors’ Committee and Board of Directors were thrilled with the 
ceremony as local and national press provided free publicity and extensive coverage for the 
center. In a Chicago Tribune profile of the SSCAC, the writer not only mentioned Mrs. 
Roosevelt’s appearance at the dedication but commented on the work of William Carter, William 
Edouard Scott, and Charles Davis featured in the exhibition.116  However, the artists who had 
toiled on the center’s renovations felt slighted. Immediately prior to the Mrs. Roosevelt’s arrival, 
the artists were informed they would not have an opportunity to speak at the dedication 
ceremonies.  Burroughs and other artists found themselves disregarded by the black socialites 
who had come to attach themselves to “this sudden institutionalization of black culture.”117 
Burroughs refused to be ignored and hurriedly wrote a statement on behalf of the artists read by 
painter David Ross at the dedication. The manifesto tastefully alerted all those in attendance of 
the artists’ efforts, reflected on the past, and looked to the future with the hopes the Art Center 
would serve as a reminder of a community united by a mission: 
Now in this period of wartime, we have our own plans for a defense – a defense 
of culture… 
We were not then and are not now complimented by the people who had the 
romantic idea that we like to live in garrets, wear off clothes and go around with 
emaciated faces painting for fun; living until the day we died and hoping that our 
painting would be discovered in some dusty attic fifty years later and then we 
would be famous… 
...We believed that the purpose of art was to record the times. As young black 
artists, we looked around and recorded in our various media what we saw. It was 
not from our imagination that we painted slums and ghettos, or sad, hollow-eyed 
black men and children. They were the people around us. 
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We were part of them. They were us. Thus, the coming of this Community Art 
Center has opened up new hope and vistas to all of us.118 
 
Despite the blatant exclusion of artists from dedication ceremonies, their talents were on 
full display in the Art Center gallery. Thirty Bronzeville artists contributed sixty-five paintings, 
drawings, and pieces of sculpture to what was known as the “National Negro Art Exhibition.” 
Dynamic depictions of South Side laborers underscored Burroughs’ statement. Among the works 
in the exhibition were Charles Davis’s Back Streets, Burroughs’s Street Scene and 
Neighborhood, Ramon Gabriel’s Restaurant, George Neal’s Across the Street, and William 
Stewart’s Side Street.119 George Neal, their first teacher, had instilled in his pupils a commitment 
to capturing the world around them. These portraits were snapshots of reality in not only a 
Chicago recovering from the Great Depression, but a race battling discrimination as well. 
The exhibition, officially titled We, Too, Look at America, also featured work by 
nationally known artists Samuel Brown, Aaron Douglas, Hale Woodruff, and Richmond Barthé, 
all FAP employees from other state agencies. Dox Thrash (1893-1965), a graduate of the School 
of the Art Institute of Chicago, showcased the carborundum process in his print, Boats at Night 
(1936-37). (Fig. 9) Thrash had invented this process of printmaking during his Philadelphia 
WPA/FAP tenure; the technique drew its name from the trade name for a coarse, granular 
industrial product made of carbon and silicone and polishing.120 Thrash also called these prints 
“Opheliagraphs,” in memory of his mother, who died in 1936. Boats was a manifestation of the 
black antithesis of the American Scene. Its literally dark composition produced by a laborious 
technique was analogous to the reality of black artists in America.  
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As FAP employees, exhibition contributors were familiar with the agency’s aim to define 
and depict the “American Scene.” The SSCAC provided a respectable outlet for the exhibition of 
African American life allowing for its equitable recognition in the discourse of American art. 
Cohn remarked, “The title of the exhibition alone indicates the Center’s understanding of itself 
as a space within which African Americans could offer up an alternative view of the nation: the 
assertive tone it takes points to the power exhibition organizers saw inherent in the visual and 
stakes a claim in the national pursuit of ‘looking at America.’”121    
Exhibitions, Classes, and Meetings at the SSCAC, 1940-1943 
 The exhibition schedule of 1940-41 was strong and continued to showcase the talents of 
Bronzeville’s finest, as well as the work of the Art Center’s students. During this inaugural year, 
the Art Center gallery also hosted a Daumier-Rouault print exhibit on loan from the Art Institute 
(April 1941) and Book Illustrations by Negro Artists: Jacob Lawrence, Charles Sebree and 
Vernon Winslow (June 1941). Students of the Art Center had an incentive to attend and actively 
participate in classes. Every year, the SSCAC presented an exhibition of students’ work in the 
main gallery. The smaller gallery B hosted supplemental shows by local artists and amateur 
organizations. Lens Camera Club, one of the organizations that met regularly at the SSCAC, 
hosted a showcase of its work in gallery B (September 1941).122 A November exhibition of 
Gordon Parks’ photographs for National Art Week was a popular show attracting a record 2,805 
visitors. An exhibition of work for sale closed the 1940-41 season at the Art Gallery.  In the first 
full year, a full lecture and course schedule, as well as social events, supplemented the exhibition 
calendar. The SSCAC was the site of a tea honoring Daisy Lampkin, a national officer of the 
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NAACP; a fundraising event for the National Negro Congress; and a reception to honor K. Marie 
Moore, first president of the Art Center Association.123  
The center’s administration, teaching staff, and supporters also continued to anticipate 
and enjoy the yearly Artists’ and Models’ Ball. In 1941, “Pan-American” was the theme for the 
dance. Highlights of the program included “Latinized black rhythms in the form of “Boogie La 
Conga,” dance numbers dedicated to the famous Chicago dancer Katherine Dunham, and art 
work by Lorraine Williams, Burroughs, John Carlis, Jr. and Charles White to accompany 
Elizabeth Hunt’s singing of ‘Frenesi.’”124 The crowning of the Queen of the Ball was also a 
highly anticipated program moment. That year, a young Miss Elizabeth Catlett, an art professor 
at Dillard, was awarded first prize for what a Chicago Defender reporter described as “Mexico 
itself, even to the detail of accessories.”125 Catlett arrived in Chicago to study at the art center the 
summer prior to the ball. She would later meet and marry Charles White and champion Mexican 
lithographic and muralist techniques as a member of the SSCAC teaching staff. 
As the nation entered World War II, WPA art centers prepared to meet wartime needs. At 
the conclusion of the 1941-42 fiscal year, Pollack expressed his staff’s willingness to promote 
the defense program through the SSCAC gallery and curriculum in his annual report to the board 
of directors. The intuitive director suggested exhibitions that advocated consumer education and 
specific community defense problems; provided an interpretation of the life of the armed forces 
to the community; and stressed defense on the war front, the morale front, and the civilian front 
with emphasis on how the community fit into this program.126 Pollack’s suggestions extended to 
the school of the art center. Courses that had been devoted mainly to fine art would include 
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classes in subjects more specifically pertinent to defense.127 For example, the SSCAC’s rear 
building would be renovated to host workshops dealing with wood and fabrics. Pollack even 
volunteered the physical building, stating “The center is also in a position to cooperate with the 
defense commission by offering our building, which can accommodate three hundred people or 
more, as a meeting place for the air raid wardens and other officials in the community connected 
with civilian defense activities.”128 Pollack submitted his suggestions to the national offices and 
an impressed Cahill distributed the plan to other state agencies as a redirection model. 
The annual report also reflected Pollack’s vision for the SSCAC, as well as a summary of 
its immediate needs. The director expressed optimism in the scope and impact of the art gallery 
and requested funds for the establishment of a permanent collection as the art center could 
become a National Negro Art Gallery. Pollack also wanted to extend the educational directives 
of the center to the gallery through the accumulation of a library. However, the lofty ideals were 
tempered by the building condition report. The building’s interior and exterior desperately 
needed repairs and new paint. The annual report was marked by repeated requests to fund the 
renovation of the rear building to accommodate a wood shop. Despite these minor setbacks, the 
center “was fully carrying out the purposes for which it was founded,”129 including the 
organization of a traveling exhibition of works by Chicago black artists to Howard University’s 
art gallery. Organizers of the exhibition selected a portrait of a woman entitled The Hat by 
George Neal for the catalogue cover  (Fig. 10). 
 Burroughs reported the art center’s schedule for 1942 was just as full and active as that in 
the first year. Featured exhibitions included sculpture by Richmond Barthé. Co-sponsored by 
Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Incorporated, the endorsement ensured the attendance and support 
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of the historically black female organization’s membership and affiliates. Barthé’s indelible 
Stevedore (1937) (Fig. 11) graced the exhibition catalogue’s cover. Alain Locke penned an essay 
praising the sculptor’s adept handling of the human figure and “knack of three dimensional 
vision, the ability swiftly to model from mass outlines down to subtle surfaces.”130 The center 
also welcomed a show of ceramics and wood sculpture from the New Mexico branch of the 
Federal Art Project. The SSCAC became an outlet for multiple forms of creative expression in 
Bronzeville. Dr. Ruth Allen Fouche, teacher and musicologist, presented a series of monthly 
musicals, one of which featured concert pianist, Leon Kirkpatrick.131  Inez Cunningham Starks 
Boulton nurtured young poets in writing workshops; poet laureate Gwendolyn Brooks was 
among her first students. Professors and staff from local universities frequented the center to 
observe the activities. A typical day at the SSCAC was marked by a bevy of personalities and 
events.  
By 1940, over 100 WPA community art centers had opened across the country, to the 
delight of Holger Cahill. As art centers grew, so did public favor, especially in communities 
being served. Cahill had achieved much in a short period of time and had managed to do so 
without sacrificing the integrity of the FAP. Bureaucrats in support of the art center heralded the 
program as an “integrating educational force.”132 Teachers and administration at local public 
schools were among the strongest proponents of the art centers as the centers provided positive 
extracurricular activities for the nation’s youth. Cahill had made good on his intentions to serve 
rural and ethnic minority populations as evidenced by the success of the SSCAC and the North 
Carolina centers. In a definitive statement on the art centers’ scope for the Daily Oklahoman, 
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Oklahoma FAP director Nan Sheets declared, “The work projects administration, through its art 
and museum programs has bridged this gap in the education program of museums by 
establishing art centers, extension art galleries and small museums in communities where such 
services could not have been obtained through any other source.”133 
Cahill lauded the accomplishments of the WPA community art centers but was not blind 
to some of the problems many of them faced as extensions of a government agency. Not all of 
the neighboring museums were enthusiastic about the development of these centers. Competition 
with existing cultural institutions resulted in established galleries, museums, and associations 
withholding programming and monetary support.134 Despite this adversity reported by other 
community art centers, the SSCAC did not experience much backlash from Chicago’s 
established cultural institutions in the early years, as it fulfilled a longstanding need for 
exhibition and studio space in the African American community.  
The SSCAC found an ally and cultural companion in the Art Institute as evidenced by the 
presence of many museum loans to the center’s exhibitions. In 1942, the museum loaned four 
16th-century paintings, reproductions of Irish antiquities, and many other works to the center’s 
exhibition of religious art. The exhibition was broad, featuring Mexican retablos from private 
collections, Jewish art objects loaned by the local Anshe Emet Temple, and sacred Asian art 
from the University of Chicago Divinity School. The center presented various cultures’ sacred 
creative expressions without subjugating or promoting any religious belief or race. Tanner’s 
Three Marys (n.d.), on loan from the Institute, was reproduced on the page facing Virgin and 
Child with St. Catherine (1632), attributed to the School of Anthony Van Dyck, in the catalogue 
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(Fig. 12) The exhibition was successful because of the collaborative efforts of Chicago’s diverse 
cultural community. 
The exhibition and educational triumphs were marred by conflict between the 
administration and artists. The exclusion of artists at the dedication ceremonies marked the 
beginning of a rift between the largely black bourgeois Board of Directors and SSCAC 
“residents.” Burroughs reported that artists were often mistreated and kicked out of the art center 
during the first three years, for trivial or nonexistent reasons. The young artist felt that the board 
snubbed her and associates because of a condescending belief that “artists could not properly 
direct the affairs of such an affluent, cultural center such as they (the Board members) 
envisioned.”135 This disregard was an affront to the people who formed the backbone of the 
center; frustrations reverberated through Burroughs’ account of the tension: “The art center was 
our life. All of our spare time was spent there. We taught the classes and hung the exhibits. We 
washed the walls and scrubbed the floors. We painted the walls and we did whatever was 
necessary to keep the art center going….It was unthinkable that we should be on or dominate the 
board. We had no money, no influence and no prestige.” 136  
 Burroughs’ complaints fell on deaf ears as Pollack seemed to have formed an allegiance 
with the black middle class. The Board was not keen on allowing artists to participate in the 
creation of center policies and Pollack never objected or fought for their inclusion. IAP staff 
member Nicola Ziroli echoed Burroughs’ disdain, “The grass roots never had a chance for 
expression there because all the decisions were made at the top and with the society Negroes.”137 
Artists resented Pollack’s patronizing attitude and tendency to take advantage of staff. When 
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Pollack resigned in 1943, many were glad to see him go.138 Yet, Pollack had been a sufficient 
liaison between the IAP and the black arts community, and his reputation would later afford him 
a public relations position at the Art Institute. 
  Burroughs and other artists had little time to brood over the class struggle. Despite the 
widespread successes of the WPA art centers, the 1938 Congressional election ushered in a new 
crop of bureaucrats determined to end the New Deal. The president’s party no longer had control 
over the legislature and conservatives moved quickly to dismantle the WPA and all of its 
programs. The absence of federal assistance ultimately led to the demise of many of America’s 
community art centers. Thorp, under whose leadership the SSCAC had received initial funding, 
resigned in 1941 after his steady commitment to project artists began to take a toll on his 
personal welfare as he was unable to balance the demands of job, family, and his own creative 
needs.139 Thorp’s close friend, Fred Biesel, assumed leadership of the IAP by mid October. 
Biesel had prior experience with the IAP as an assistant to Mrs. Josephine “Increase” Reichmann 
Robinson. Biesel had inherited a sinking ship and was chiefly responsible for packing up the IAP 
offices, distributing art to the city of Chicago, and liquidating anything that did not go. 
By 1943, the SSCAC administration and teaching staff reached a collective realization 
that the center would no longer receive WPA Funds. Teaching salaries and operating budgets 
were no longer secured as Congress terminated the WPA. John Franklin White, author of Art in 
Action: American Art Centers and the New Deal, surmised: 
What mattered to the art centers did not cease with the exit of federal assistance. 
If programs and community-oriented concepts could not immediately bridge the 
loss of financial support, there was enough appreciation and expectation 
established among the cultural leaders of the communities to guarantee sustaining 
local support. And even if the federal withdrawal resulted in a move (in some 
cases a reversion) to private sector administration, it was clear the new 
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arrangement could benefit from an established community following that had 
been strongly assisted by public support.140  
Many of the WPA Art Centers became or helped lead to the establishment of official 
state museums.  Opened by the WPA in 1936, the Oklahoma Art Center became the Oklahoma 
City Museum of Art. Nan Sheets worked diligently to raise money to build an art center at the 
Fairgrounds. Oklahoma oil magnate John Kirkpatrick, and his wife, Eleanor, donated $250,000 
to the establishment of this institution. The success of the first WPA art center in Raleigh, North 
Carolina encouraged the establishment of the North Carolina Museum of Art. Regional historian 
and artist Ola Mae Foushee remarked, “North Carolina can also look back with prideful nostalgia 
at the achievement of that first FAP center in Raleigh….which became the catalyst for other 
centers in the state….For it was these first trials, these initial experiments, that provided cultural 
opportunities for all.”141 
In Chicago, the Art Institute was the city’s art museum long before the SSCAC came to 
fruition, but the SSCAC was still needed in the African American community. During the WPA 
years, the center became an immediate pillar of the community as the building belonged to the 
citizens of Bronzeville. The SSCAC had gainfully earned a reputation as the premier space for 
the exhibition of African American art, as well as the purveyor of free art lessons to the city’s 
residents. As the neighborhood became increasingly more overcrowded and impoverished, the 
center emerged as a place to enrich the quality of life. South Side residents and artists needed the 
center. For the SSCAC, that established community following would keep the center’s doors 
open with the volunteer efforts and sacrifices of many. 
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“The Art Center Must Be Saved!”: The South Side Community Art Center, 1944-1947 
The Chicago Defender appealed to the public on behalf of the SSCAC as early as 1942, 
The Defender stressed that in 1942 alone, a record number of residents, 50, 278, had benefitted 
from the art center’s programs and “the art center must be saved!”142 The Chicago Tribune, 
Chicago’s most read daily newspaper, urged its readership to contribute to the art center’s 
campaign. The article outlined the SSCAC’s activities and accomplishments to date.143  Around 
the country, national and regional publications petitioned Americans to support the art center. 
The press stressed the SSCAC was “not a transient local institution, but an inspiring, lasting 
symbol of the whole art movement among Negroes throughout the United States…. We therefore 
must exert every effort to assure the continuation of this vastly important cultural institution.” 144 
Pauline Kigh Reed, who had served the Art Center since its inception, continued to rally 
the community through an organization of a 100-women committee to raise funds through a 
membership drive. The Birmingham native had come to Chicago in 1921 after graduating from 
Wilberforce University. As four-fifths of the center’s patron were children, Reed urged the 
community to preserve the art center’s program in support of the youth; she insisted “The war in 
all its graveness should never eclipse the love for art and beauty. Neglecting these finer instincts 
in today’s children is a tragedy for which the cultural world of tomorrow will suffer greatly.” 145 
The Artists’ & Models’ Ball continued to be the most lucrative fundraiser. In 1944, Etta 
Moten Barnett, the first African American woman to sing at the White House on January 31, 
1933 at the invitation of President and Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt, began producing the lavish 
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ball. Her efforts were supported and promoted by her husband, Claude Barnett, diplomat and 
founder-director of the Associated Negro Press. Prominent community women chaired the ball’s 
various committees; Marva Trotter Louis, wife of boxing champion Joes Louis, continuously lent 
her support as ball co-producer.146 Funds from the ball were supplemented by the inception of an 
annual tea. Twenty fraternal and social groups attended the inaugural tea on July 9, 1944. 
Strong leadership was vital to the continuance of the art center. Before Pollack resigned 
in 1943, he solicited Dr. Ulrich Middeldorf, Chair of the Department of Art at the University of 
Chicago, for suggestions of a new director.147 Middeldorf suggested artist Rex Goreleigh (1902-
1986). The Pennsylvania-born Goreleigh became interested in art at an early age as images 
helped him to overcome his shyness, which came from a speech impediment. At the age of 
eighteen, Goreleigh saw his first display of African American art in New York at a Harmon 
Foundation exhibition and was inspired to take drawing lessons while he waited tables.148 In 
1934, Goreleigh, supported by WPA funding, travelled extensively with muralist Ben Shahn. 
After a two-year stint in Europe, Goreleigh returned to New York, to teach art at the Utopia 
House for the Federal Arts Project and later, at the Harlem branch of the YMCA.149  
Before Goreleigh assumed leadership in June, his work was on display in the SSCAC’s 
main gallery. Goreleigh’s artistic sensibilities undoubtedly had been influenced by his tenure 
with the WPA and his time with Shahn. Migrant farm workers dominated his work as his subject 
matter often dealt with life in the rural south, documenting work and life in the fields. With a 
wealth of experience and familiarity with the community art center model, Goreleigh took the 
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helm of the SSCAC on June 1, 1944. Three months into the directorship, he issued his inaugural 
report to the Board of Directors.  The new director expressed a need for a secretary, a kiln for 
clay and ceramics, a good piano, a paid teaching staff, a clipping service for press/publicity, 
maintenance, and a little theatre, but discouraged the center from charging for art classes as “it 
would take the appeal out of the drive for funds and membership and would not bring in enough 
to finance the center.”150  
Despite the laundry list of pressing needs, the SSCAC had a full exhibition schedule in 
1944. The season opened with exhibitions of the permanent collection and African craft. The 
gallery closed for a month in May 1944 for a long awaited painting of the exhibition walls. When 
the gallery reopened in June for the annual student exhibition, 1,445 children and 853 adults 
viewed work created on site under the direction of the center’s teaching artists. The center 
continued to enjoy a relationship with the Art Institute and exhibited a collection of watercolors 
on loan from the museum from July 18 to August 10. The SSCAC continued to serve as a 
meeting place and exhibition venue for the Lens Camera Club. Its November display, “National 
Salon of Photography,” was the most attended show that year until an exhibition of cartoons by 
Henry Jackson shattered attendance records a month later with 508 children and 2,311 adults.151  
The school of the art center continued to attract students. In 1945, the roll book indicated 
121 students were registered for classes in drawing, painting, and crafts taught by Helen Forman, 
Dorothy B. Anderson, and Mary E. Brock. Olivia Belcher provided an alternative to two-
dimensional expressions with a clay modeling class, and Ruth Dross stressed the understanding 
of art outside the studio with an art appreciation course. With forty-one adults enrolled, the 
creative writing course was the most popular among adults. Visual arts students had an annual 
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exhibition in the main galleries and the community flocked to the center to view work produced 
in the art classes. Over 4,000 people attended the 1944 exhibition.152 
Holger Cahill’s initiatives for the WPA art centers continued to be carried out with 
extension activities. Goreleigh promoted the work of SSCAC and Bronzeville artists by sending 
works from the permanent collection to various events and institutions, both in and out of the 
state.153 In June 1944, the State Library at Springfield received twenty-six paintings for a James 
Weldon Johnson tribute show. Six years earlier, Johnson, a celebrated author, educator, lawyer, 
diplomat, songwriter, and civil rights activist, died in a car accident. In September, the work of 
SSCAC artists could be seen at an exhibition of ten paintings organized by the Chicago Urban 
League’s Women’s Division and at the Washington Park library for Victory through Unity 
Week. Academic institutions consistently solicited Goreleigh for work. The Albany Institute of 
History and Art received eight paintings while sixteen pieces traveled to University of 
Wisconsin-Madison for a show in its student union.154 SSCAC alumni and artists also brought 
exposure to the center with submissions to corporate art contests. William Carter won top honors 
at a mural contest sponsored by Midway Chevrolet Company. Carter painted the oil mural, 
Modern Negro in the Professional World, in Chicago’s Professional Arts Building.  
 SSCAC programs thrived under Goreleigh’s leadership. The community continued to use 
the venue for meetings and special activities.  Sororities, fine arts guilds, book clubs, Parent 
Teacher Associations, and special interest groups like the Illinois Housewives Association 
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brought a reported 11,480 people through the SSCAC doors. Students from area elementary 
schools, Williard, Beal, Phillips, Raymond, and Faren, kept the second floor classrooms full 
when afterschool classes started September 17, 1945. The teaching staff was overwhelmed, 
Goreleigh noted in his November report to the board.155 Three hundred and fifty children were 
registered for classes but could not be accommodated because of understaffing. Many of the 
teachers, as well as office staff, were gracious volunteers. Revenue from the annual tea, held on 
July 22, supplemented proceeds from the Artists’ & Models’ Ball.156 For the eighth year, society 
members convened at the Savoy Ballroom for a Carnivale-themed extravaganza. The event, 
chaired by Frankie Raye Singleton, featured costumes designed by El Roy Parker, Bobbe Cotton, 
and Josephine Jefferson. Over 1,000 guests enjoyed the crowning of the Ball Queen and dances 
with alluring titles like “‘Dream Flower,’ ‘Intoxication,’ and ‘Black Flame.’”157  
These development efforts continued to fund the art classes and gallery shows but the 
budget for additional programs was limited. The 1945 exhibition schedule reflects attempts to 
curtail spending. The schedule was strong and full of dynamic artists. In February, the SSCAC 
former WPA artist and navy vet Hughie Lee-Smith (1915-1999) presented his oil paintings, 
drawings, and prints in the first floor gallery. The perennial student exhibition and Lens Camera 
Club photographic salon brought in their regular crowds while a display of fashion designs by 
Artists’ and Models’ Ball costume designer, El Roy Parker, generated interest for the annual 
fundraising event. An interracial group show featuring John Benhart, director Goreleigh, 
Margaret Goss, Lee-Smith, Sebree, Wayne Terry, Howard Schulyer, and John Winters 
showcased new works by SSCAC artists and alumni, as well as local and emerging artists.158 
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 From its inception, the center served a predominantly black population and continued to 
do so after the WPA years. However, all were welcome to participate in the art classes and many 
white artists were invited to exhibit in the galleries. The organization of the center had been an 
interracial effort; a Jewish gallery owner spearheaded the entire campaign and served as the 
center’s first director. Many white artists came to the art center, contributed to the renovation of 
the facility, and returned to teach once classes began in 1940. White artists, John Walley, former 
IAP administrator, sculptor Si Gordon, and painter Sophie Wessel came directly to the Art 
Center as teachers and advisors at its 1941 opening.159 Topchevsky, one of Burroughs’ earliest 
instructors, also contributed to the curriculum. Goreleigh noted, “Because art is common to all 
people and all races, the allied art, social and recreational program of the art center attracts 
interracial amnity. The Center’s social viewpoint is democracy in action.”160 
 Additionally, the South Side Community Art Center continued to carry out the 
educational objectives of the WPA/FAP. The provision of free courses kept art production 
accessible to anyone who ventured through the doors. Students congregated on every floor of the 
center, receiving inspiration from the professional work in the galleries and the means to create 
their own artistic response. Goreleigh explained, “Teachers in public schools question what 
makes [the] center so attractive to kids that would usually be on the street after school…[the] 
atmosphere of the art center is conducive for recreating, they can come to relax and work, 
surrounded by art and artists and by kindly informal purposefulness, it is their center where they 
come voluntarily to try their hand at visual expression.”161  
This environment was only possible because of determined volunteers. The 1946 payroll 
accommodated very few paid positions and the administrative staff. The budget for the 1946-47 
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fiscal year was $14,316.76 and was distributed over allocations for teachers ($10/mo.), staff 
salaries, utilities and maintenance, newspaper and art magazine subscriptions, lecture 
honorariums, and publicity costs.162 Many of the instructors volunteered their time to maintain a 
full and diverse schedule. In 1946, Minnie Bruton, Larence Bryant, Peter Green, Bernard and 
Margaret Goss, Fred Jones, Carmencita Romer, Joseph Kersey, Hughie Lee-Smith, Rebecca 
Prie, Edna Smith, and Robert White voluntarily staffed adult classes offered during the week. 
These included Photography, Ceramics, Drawing and Painting, Handicraft, Weaving, Reading 
for Pleasure and Profit, Rhythmic Dancing. Many returned on Saturday for the children’s 
sessions.163   
Goreleigh remained committed to the promotion of his artists and programs. As executive 
director, the artist was also the face of the SSCAC. He established a presence in the community 
as a judge of local beauty/talent contests, with regular attendance at meetings of National 
Association of College Women and Chicago Urban League, and by speaking to PTAs and 
delivering lectures. On May 14, 1946, Goreleigh lectured on “The Negro in Art” at the Main 
Library. Goreleigh jumped at opportunities to show visitors the facilities and led tours of the 
center for visitors from the Episcopal church of Evanston, Northwestern School of Education, 
and University of Chicago School for Social Work. The director was intent on the SSCAC 
remaining relevant to Chicago’s citizens. Goreleigh recognized leisure time was not to be spared 
“but now more than ever an art recreational program must reach and hold these busy people.” 164 
 Goreleigh viewed exhibitions as the primary source of traffic. The schedule of 1946 
reflected a resurgence of the monthly exhibition. Multiple groups were engaged through the 
diverse offerings as the SSCAC partnered with community organizations and other cultural 
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institutions. An exhibition of watercolors by Frederick Jones (1914-2004) and New York book 
illustrator Elton Fax (1909-1993) opened the season, followed by a two-man show featuring 
William Carter (1909-1996) and Ramon Gabriel (b. 1911). In March, the Harmon Foundation 
sponsored a show by Guggenheim fellow Ellis Wilson (1899-1977).  
The SSCAC partnered with the Chicago Urban League, Five Year Plan, cooperating 
artists, Institute of Design, and local South Side merchants to present the April exhibition, 
“Design for Living.” The practical show featured displays of wallpaper, floor coverings, curtains, 
and household accessories for persons of “average income.”165 The staff focused on the use of 
space and selection of furniture. Bronzeville residents found relevance in an exhibition that 
provided tips on how to beautify kitchenettes and public housing accommodations. Gordon Parks 
(1912-2006) returned to the SSCAC in May with prints and photographs from his tenure at the 
Farm Security Administration. This schedule attracted a wide variety of visitors to the center as 
every show piqued a different interest. 
In 1946, Goreleigh and the SSCAC staff attracted parents, caretakers, and teachers to the 
center with a showcase of work produced by preschool children from Chicago’s nursery schools. 
Co-sponsored by the Jewish People’s Institute, Lincoln Center, Newberry Center, Parkway 
Nursery School, Good Shepherd Nursery School, and Atgeld Gardens, the exhibition’s purpose 
was to demonstrate the psychological impact of art on the development of the child as expressed 
through the mediums of crayon, easel, paint, finger paint, chalk, and clay.166 In the presentation 
of this exhibition, Goreleigh motivated parents to keep enrolling their students in the center’s 
classes. These strategies were vital to the continuation of the art center and its programs.  
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When Goreleigh left the SSCAC in 1946 to establish a privately funded community art 
center in Princeton, New Jersey, the community art center had been organized into six 
departments: school, workshops, exhibitions, lecture, library, and extension.167 Goreleigh 
insisted exhibitions and lectures be of professional museum caliber but serve the specific 
interests of the people of this community. After all, the building belonged to the people; the same 
artists who continued to staff the gallery and classrooms had renovated the facilities. After the 
WPA withdrew funding, the SSCAC operated as an independent cultural institution. The 
administration and staff, led by former exhibition director and WPA artist David Ross, organized 
to decide what programs and activities best met community needs. 
That year’s fundraising efforts were particularly crucial as the building sustained damage 
from water seeping through the basement floor and leaking pipes in the toilet, tub, and sink of 
the second floor studios. Proceeds from the Ninth Annual Artists’ & Models’ Ball were 
desperately needed to keep the art center open and conducive to the display and production of 
art. The finance committee initiated a membership campaign. Board members and staff solicited 
donations to offset the cost of repairs. Pianist Leon Kirkpatrick and baritone Herman Hammett, a 
graduate of the Chicago Musical College, also performed at the center to generate revenue. In 
1946, the Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago endorsed the SSCAC and consequently 
activated its eligibility for city funding. 
Despite the vigorous development drive and public supoort, the center was forced to 
institute an annual membership fee to cover the cost of art materials. In 1947, adults were 
charged $2 and children under the age of seventeen gave $1.168 A scholarship committee was 
formed to assist those students who could not pay. The fees enabled the SSCAC to maintain 
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daily afterschool programs for children in clay modeling, ballet, and drawing, as well as night 
classes for adults. That year, the SSCAC introduced a series of workshops in drawing and 
painting, ceramics, silkscreen, commercial art, graphic arts, photography, dancing, woodwork, 
and craft. These workshops were distinguished from the art curriculum as participants were 
charged an additional fee for models, materials, and the instructors’ honoraria. 
 In the four years after the withdrawal of WPA funding, the South Side Community Art 
Center continued to serve the people of Bronzeville by presenting programs and exhibitions that 
added to the quality of their lives, kept children actively engaged in a safe environment, and 
offered opportunities for the people to fulfill what Pollack called “that basic human need for 
creative expression.”169 Through the support of volunteers and Chicago’s social and cultural 
institutions, as well as Goreleigh’s leadership and commitment to keeping art accessible to all, 
the SSCAC survived the period immediately after the New Deal. Although many challenges lay 
ahead for the center, the community had demonstrated the capacity to sustain a cultural 
institution. 
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Chapter 3: The South Side Community Art Center at the Crossroads of Political, 
Economic, and Cultural Revolution, 1948-1968 
 
In this chapter, I will examine how the South Side Community Art Center functioned as a 
site for creative expression over a twenty-year period marked by international, multi-leveled 
unrest. Anti-Communist paranoia crippled operations and nearly led to the demise of the SSCAC 
while the Civil Rights and Black Power movements restored the center as a crucial site for 
promoting and preserving cultural identity and the organization and mobilization of social and 
political groups. I will examine the SSCAC’s role in supporting African American artists deeply 
affected by the postwar American social and cultural landscape. While some staff, volunteers, 
and community leaders remained from earlier years, new figures emerged with innovative 
strategies that revitalized the center’s programs and mission. Ultimately, this period is a 
testament to the importance of the SSCAC in art historical discourse and its supporters’ 
collective willingness to preserve the cultural institution for the benefit of a marginalized race. 
Without Leadership and Money, the SSCAC’s Future is Unknown, 1948-1954 
After Rex Goreleigh’s departure in early 1947, little is known of the South Side 
Community Art Center’s status between 1948 and 1954. This dearth of records can be attributed 
to both a lack of administrative leadership and financial deficit. Shortly before Goreleigh’s 
departure, artist David Ross was appointed director by the board but lasted in that position only 
about a year. Ross was no stranger to the center as he had been one of its earliest volunteers and 
the first assistant director until he went to work for the Army Map Office in 1942.  Little is 
known of his background or why he returned to the SSCAC but Ross continued to demonstrate 
his commitment until he became personally financially burdened by his role. 
In a letter dated January 31, 1948 from Ross to WPA artist Hughie Lee-Smith (1915-
1999), Ross informed Lee-Smith that it was his last day as director of the center. In 1943, Lee-
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Smith was drafted into the U.S. Navy and stationed at the Great Lakes Naval Base, near Chicago, 
Illinois. While there, Lee-Smith, also an artist, became involved with the SSCAC, through which 
he met key Chicago artists like Archibald J. Motley Jr., Charles Sebree, and Charles White.170 
The letter also revealed that Ross advanced money to the school for undisclosed reasons but had 
not yet been reimbursed by board.171 Ross may have foreshadowed the possible demise of the 
SSCAC and resigned quietly. 
Although no written budget reports for 1948 have been uncovered, Leroy Winbush 
(1915-2007), an acclaimed graphic designer and long-time art director at Johnson Publishing 
Company, must have assumed leadership at little or no pay after Ross’s departure. He was 
certainly financially stable enough to volunteer. Winbush had gained notoriety as the art director 
for the department store, Goldblatt's. He had become an accomplished airbrush illustrator, 
creating merchandising displays and managing a staff of sixty people.172 Winbush approached 
the SSCAC’s financial problems with a beautification campaign. In March 1948, Winbush 
rallied local businesses with letters soliciting support through in-kind donations of items to 
improve the décor of the center. The director drafted letters requesting drapery fabric from 
Maharam Fabric and rugs from multiple carpet and flooring companies.173  When the board 
could not afford to reimburse Ross, it is assumed that many of the bills went unpaid, salaries 
unfulfilled, and programs put on hold or terminated. Winbush’s campaign had good intent but 
the center was in dire need of cash assets, not rugs and drapes, to keep the doors open.  
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The dearth of membership drive correspondence, reports, and board minutes is noticeable 
and a glaring indication of the board’s disinterest. Burroughs remembered the absence of this 
“bourgeois” executive committee:  
This elite board was with the center when it was riding high, but when the going 
got rough and the tinsel and glamor were gone, leaving only hard work and the 
prospect of hard work to keep the center afloat, the majority of those fine 
bourgeois blacks found any excuse to put the art center down…. They, the culture 
vultures, were always up front when there were pictures to be taken. But when the 
funds finally dried up and we were faced with the nitty-gritty of raising money for 
repairs and operations, they became disenchanted and flitted off to other 
interests.174 
 
For Burroughs, the clash between the board and the artists was further compounded by 
anti-Communism paranoia known as the Second Red Scare. Big business, the Republican Party, 
and the Federal Bureau of Investigation launched a multidimensional attack on the stirrings of 
organized labor and the progressive Left during the late 1940s through the 1950s.175 
Communism, Chicago’s Black Artists, and the SSCAC 
Burroughs and many other SSCAC artists were too young to experience the backlash of 
the First Red Scare, an emergence of Communism as a recognized political force in America 
from 1917 to 1921. “Red” was derived from the Red Guard (later the Red Army), worker militias 
under the substantial control of the Russian Bolsheviks. This political party was responsible for 
the mass organization of workers to overturn the ineffective Russian autocracy. These workers 
revolted against centuries of oppression of the lower classes by the Tsarist regime. Immigrants 
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from affected European countries journeyed to America, bringing with them Communist 
ideologies.176 
The Communist Party of USA (CPUSA) formed in 1919 and struck a chord in the 
American political and economic system because of its staunch opposition to capitalism. By 
August 1919, only months after its founding, the CPUSA had become quite popular as 60,000 
Americans found appeal in the organization’s aim to level the established social order. Not 
surprisingly, the CPUSA was instrumental in the formation of America’s first industrial unions. 
Despite the dangers of affiliating with the Communist party, many African Americans found 
allies on the left. The organization became known for opposing racism and fighting for 
integration in workplaces and communities during the height of the Jim Crow period.177 
Political scientist and former member of the Communist Party, Murray B. Levin (1927-
1999), wrote that the “Red Scare” was “a nation-wide anti-radical hysteria provoked by a 
mounting fear of red monkeys and anxiety that a Bolshevik revolution in America was 
imminent—a revolution that would change Church, home, marriage, civility, and the American 
way of Life.”178  In April 1919, party extremists launched a series of violent attacks on 
prominent members and institutions of the U.S. political and economic establishment, spawning 
widespread panic and legislative action. Attorney General Alexander Palmer was the target of 
several attacks after he spearheaded the passage of laws authorizing aggressive police 
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investigation, jailing, and possible deportation of persons suspected of communist or left wing 
affiliation (known as “The Palmer Raids”).179 
 The Second Red Scare arose after the conclusion of World War II in 1945. A multitude 
of events, including conviction and execution of spies Ethel and Julius Rosenberg in 1953, once 
again fueled widespread anti-Communist paranoia. This time, Joseph McCarthy, a young 
Republican senator from Wisconsin, led the FBI in the search and prosecution of alleged 
Communists. McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) targeted 
influential figures in every industry, including Hollywood.180  Later, many Americans equated 
McCarthy and HUAC with a modern-day witch hunt. 
America’s artists were among the affected as the party had attracted their support.  
Like many Americans, artists were disillusioned with capitalism and their art became “a part of 
the intense ideological struggle, provoked by the crisis in United States capitalism, and by the 
possibility of a socialist future.”181 African American artists Aaron Douglas, Charles White, 
Charles Alston, and Romare Bearden expressed their frustration with economic exploitation and 
social and racial inequality through images of the urban working class, laborers, and industry 
during the early 1930s. These artists had expressed their views on art, race, and politics as early 
as the WPA era but because of the Red Scare, their “realistic art connoted public art and a 
nationalistic flag-waving”182 was aligned with inappropriate and un-American socialist ideas. 
In Chicago, John Walley, head of the Illinois FAP’s Art and Craft Project in twelve 
Illinois districts and veteran of the Artists’ Union, formed a picket line around the Project-
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sponsored gallery for its exclusion of minority artists. He was also instrumental in the removal of 
director Mrs. Increase Robinson for her refusal to give WPA positions to black artists. 
Topchevsky, artist-in-residence at the Communist-influenced Abraham Lincoln Centre and 
advisor to Charles White, wrote,  “At the present time of class struggle, danger of war and mass 
starvation, the artist cannot isolate himself from the problems of the world, and the most valuable 
contribution to society will come from the artists who are social revolutionists.”183  
In 1941, Walley, along with sculptor Si Gordon, Sophie Wessell, and Topchevsky, 
brought their radical activism to the SSCAC.  Given “their experience fighting racial 
discrimination and their commitment to a proletarian political aesthetic within WPA,”184 they 
quickly formed alliances with Burroughs, White, and Bernard Goss. While few SSCAC artists 
officially aligned with the Party for fear of retribution as early as 1941, they were all supporters 
of the organization’s fight against racial discrimination. Burroughs remembered, “People, like 
myself, who were sympathetic were considered ‘Progressive or Liberal.’”185 SSCAC artists were 
accused of and identified as Communists because their work tackled socioeconomic disparity, 
racial injustice, and the realities of the American underclass.  
Although the board allowed for the exhibition of social realist art during the early years 
of the Center, its tolerance for “Progressive or Liberal” artists dissolved in the early 1950s as 
McCarthyism swept the nation. Burroughs cited “a principal excuse given ten years later in the 
McCarthy period of the 1950s was the organization had been infiltrated by Communists”186 as 
the board’s justification for laying off many of the Center’s teaching artists. Burroughs had given 
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them just cause and evidence of her alleged Communist affiliation as a radical teacher at 
DuSable High School. Burroughs’ lesson plans deviated from the accepted curriculum as she 
informed her students about current social injustices and about black American history. The 
teacher challenged her co-workers to follow her example and teach their students how and why 
they should protest social injustices. When the Board of Education Personnel Department sent 
out letters to school principals inquiring about teachers with leftist or communist leanings, 
Burroughs was one of the first instructors identified by her peers.187 
The young teacher was also an avid and open supporter of Paul Robeson (1898-1976), an 
African American Renaissance man (concert singer, actor, athlete, and scholar), civil rights 
activist, and vocal Soviet Union supporter. In the early 1950s, Robeson accepted an invitation to 
visit the South Side Community Art Center, much to the delight of Burroughs and chagrin of the 
board: 
Many of the very prominent African American artists and cultural figures came 
then - Paul Robeson was there, Harry Belafonte came. In fact, when Paul Robeson 
came - this was in the fifties in that McCarthy period - well, there was a real split 
in the board of directors about the fact that - I think I was either chairman or 
something then - that we permitted him to come. And this was criticized very 
harshly by some of the other board members. And I understand that one of the 
reasons why, as a teacher, a militant teacher, I was called up before the Board of 
Education about my politics was because some person from the arts center had 
reported to the Board of Education that I was instrumental in having Paul 
Robeson invited to come to the arts center. Well, this is a whole ‘nother story. Me 
and the McCarthy period.188 
 
In fear of losing her job because of the political climate, Burroughs requested a leave of absence 
and took a yearlong sabbatical. She then relocated with her husband, daughter, and nephew to a 
community in Mexico that welcomed political exiles. While in Mexico, Burroughs studied 
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printmaking and mural painting at the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP) (People’s Graphic 
Workshop), an artist’s print collective founded in Mexico in 1937.189 
Burroughs produced art alongside Catlett at the TGP, where she had accepted an 
invitation to work after traveling to the collective several times on a Rosenwald Foundation 
Fellowship as early as 1946. Like other American artists and activists, Catlett was affected by 
mounting political tensions of the McCarthy years. Anti-communist paranoia found her in 
Mexico as the TGP was thought to have ties to the Communist Party. She never joined the party, 
but was placed under the United States Embassy surveillance because her first husband Charles 
White (1918-1979) had been a member. Catlett embraced the freedom of life and creative 
expression in Mexico. “I learned how you use your art for the service of people, struggling 
people, to whom only realism is meaningful,”190 she later said of this period. After meeting the 
radicalized White at the SSCAC in 1941, Catlett’s works reflected “spontaneous, collaborative 
improvisation on a Mexican theme…the influence of Mexican vanguard aesthetics”191 but it was 
truly manifest when she settled in Mexico.192  
  Eldzier Cortor was also among the SSCAC artists who spent part of the 1950s in Mexico, 
sitting out the worst of the McCarthy-era abuses in the U.S. cultural scene and refining his 
printmaking techniques.193 Upon his return from Guggenheim-funded travels to Cuba, Jamaica, 
and Haiti in 1952, Cortor found Chicago and the Center to be an unwelcome place. Cortor left 
for Mexico immediately when he realized “the spirit of the WPA was dissolved, replaced by an 
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atmosphere of anti-Communist paranoia in which suspicion fell on artists and writers associated 
with progressive movements.”194 
When the social realist artists (even those like Cortor whose interest in social themes was 
muted) returned to the Universal States, they found themselves lacking art gallery representation, 
and their sales suffered because of the art world’s new preoccupation with Abstract 
Expressionism, an art movement that advocated the artists painted for his or her own 
gratification and not for any greater social purpose.195  African American artists struggled with 
the embrace of subjective production as they had little motivation to adopt the new mode of 
artistic expression. ACA Gallery in New York was the only gallery to represent black artists, two 
of whom, Charles White and Ernest Crichlow, painted in realistic style.196 Additionally, very few 
black artists were accepted in the mainstream social art circles that Abstract Expressionists 
formed during the height of the movement.  
For Chicago’s artists, there were few benefits to returning home. Because of 
McCarthyism and the emergence of an expression mode stripped of social message, they had no 
place in the mainstream art institutions or cultural institutions that once provided a safe haven for 
creative expression. Burroughs returned to the United States and resumed her position at 
DuSable High School after her sabbatical.197 When she attempted to resume her membership 
with the South Side Community Art Center, she was denied. Burroughs remembered her 
application and money were returned:  
Here's what happened... I think I had returned from this year in Mexico, and I sent 
in my membership to the arts center, and one of the ladies who was on the 
membership committee at that time returned it to me. Now, I was one of the 
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founders, and it said that this was not the proper time for them to accept my 
membership.198 
 
Although Burroughs would later reconnect with and return to the Center as an integral 
part of the infrastructure, the SSCAC suffered a loss of fellowship, membership, and attendance, 
and experienced a decline in services offered to the community as a result of the Second Red 
Scare. Despite the handful of artists, such as William Edouard Scott, who continued work at the 
Center, the lack of art class attendance records and exhibition schedules indicate a weakened 
cultural institution unable to fully serve the community. 
The SSCAC Resumes Programming and Fundraising, 1954-1961 
 
David Ross returned to the SSCAC as Board president on June 8, 1954. Although Ross 
resigned as executive director in 1948, his reaffirmed his commitment to its mission.  Burroughs 
referred to Ross as one of “the artists [who] remained to pull the chestnuts out of the fire.”199   
The president-elect called a board meeting on May 11, 1954 and informed all members 
present of an upcoming concert featuring Lois Raye, recipient of the Marian Anderson award in 
1950-51. Members could enjoy selections by the contralto soloist for free while non-members 
paid fifty cents. In addition to the return of events and programming, the SSCAC was once again 
able to welcome community organizations, civic clubs, and hobby groups.  Ross reported that the 
South Park Cricket Club desired the use of the Art Center as a permanent meeting place, on the 
third Saturday and Sunday of each month.200 In an undated letter, undoubtedly addressed to 
former artists, members, and affiliates of the Center after his election, Ross announced “I talked 
with you sometime ago about the Art Center, and no doubt told you that we were in the process 
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of getting the program going again…The doors of the center are now open daily for the first time 
in many years.”201 
Archived materials suggest the board president’s primary concern was raising enough 
funds to reactivate the center’s art classes and exhibitions activities.  A full month before Ross 
officially assumed executive leadership, a Spring Tea took place on May 3, 1954 and netted the 
SSCAC a profit of $122.69. Organizers collected $278.01 in donations at the tea and $25 in 
additional donations, and they secured ten memberships. Printing and postage were the biggest 
expenses.202 Volunteers emerged as a result of these social events. Christine Stewart, a seven-
year employee at the public library, wrote Ross, expressing her desire to get involved and be a 
member at the Art Center after participating in the “Pyramid Coffee Cake Bridge.” Stewart 
specifically offered her support in the establishment and development of an art literature 
library.203 Ross and the new board also compiled a list of “20 Friends of the SSCAC,” including 
familiar names and influential figures from the early days of the Center, such as Etta Moten, 
Pauline Kigh Reed, and Kathryn Dickerson.204  
On May 3, 1954, Ross received a letter from the Art Institute requesting the SSCAC’s 
July through September exhibition schedule to be published in the 26th issue of the Chicago 
Exhibitions Calendar but the SSCAC’s exhibitions would not resume until 1957.205 The Art 
Institute of Chicago welcomed the city’s residents interested in art to a series of free lectures. On 
September 28, 1955, the Chicago Daily News issued an announcement, “Institute to Give Free 
Art Lectures.” Writer Edward Snyder offered: “In the old days, all a museum had to do was open 
up and let people look around. Today, getting people to understand what they see has become the 
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museum’s central job. It has to make art understandable, not just show it off.”206 The article 
promised lectures on French, Chinese, and Latin American drawings and painting. Former 
SSCAC director, Peter Pollack (then Curator of Photography at the AIC) stressed that all of the 
gallery talks and lectures would be “informal, lively and geared for the layman visitor.”207  
In 1956, Ross and a committed volunteer staff reactivated proven fundraising efforts with 
Bal Des Arts, an event he hoped would “play in helping to revive the Center’s program.”208 The 
board president exhibited raw honesty and stressed to members and friends of the Center, 
“Chicago has needs which the Center has the potential to fill…We need your help. We are not 
plotting to ensnare you but our morale at this point needs the lift your presence will give, your 
interest and cooperation to whatever extent you can give is essential, too.”209 In this statement, 
Ross localized the need for the Center to survive.  
Ross’s words resounded in a community coping with the adverse effects of integration. 
Resident Gerri Oliver recalled, “The neighborhood declined because the people started moving 
out once they were allowed to.”210 As the residents began to migrate to preferable 
neighborhoods, many of the upscale businesses that once lined Bronzeville neighborhoods 
followed suit. Public housing tenements replaced the community's most beloved institutions. The 
Regal Theatre was demolished. The Savoy Ballroom became a welfare office. The street that had 
once been the center of the universe for black Chicago became a blighted area.211 The Center 
remained as a reminder of yesteryear at the height of the Chicago Black Renaissance. Ross 
hoped to retain cultural relevance with the presentation of quality social events. 
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On January 15, 1956, the Bal Des Arts committee began soliciting table reservations and 
ticket sales to what it promised would be a “Cotillion of the Universe” featuring many of 
Chicago’s finest and most talented boys and girls wearing costumes and performing a dance 
under the direction of Vernon Duncan.212 Their performance would be preceded by several dance 
groups and succeeded by the music of Eddie King. Ross hoped to revive the grandiosity of the 
highly successful Artists’ & Models’ Balls from the late 1930s and 1940s. 
The event, set for February 11, 1956, would take place at the Trianon, Chicago’s most 
expensive and extravagant dance hall. A 1935 postcard of the ballroom illustrates the massive 
accommodations and Louis XVI-style decor and elegant furnishings (Fig. 13). Built by 
entrepreneur Andrew Karzas in 1922, the Trianon was strategically located on Chicago’s South 
Side at Cottage Grove and East 62nd Street. Despite its address, Karzas barred admission to 
blacks from day one, a policy that remained in place until well after World War II. Even the 
musicians were all white. “Karzas had no desire to confront questions of interracial or inter-class 
dancing and those who would raise them; keeping his young, middle-class dancers from 
becoming too affectionate while in one another's arms was challenging enough.”213 The ballroom 
officially closed in May 1954 because of declining interest in public dancing and the changing 
racial composition of the neighborhood.  By the time the SSCAC secured the ballroom and 
entertainment in 1956, Karzas and staff apparently had relaxed their strict admission policies.  
Although the financial success of Bal Des Arts is unknown, guests surely enjoyed the 
entertainment of Chicago’s premier blues guitarist and singer, Eddie King, and his nine-musician 
band. In a city and community just rocked by the lynching of fifteen-year old Chicago native 
Emmett Till in the summer of 1955, the appearance of young men and women of Till’s age 
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dressed in their finest must have been heartwarming to older Bronzeville residents. Early SSCAC 
teaching artists and volunteers remembered a time when the Trianon was all white. Integration 
had enabled them to finally enter into a space historically denied to African Americans. While 
the Center fulfilled some of those “Chicago needs” as a vehicle for healing, it was also able to 
raise funds to revive the area’s cultural climate. 
The fundraising committee continued to tap the community through social events off the 
premises and at the center. On Sunday, October 10, 1954, good music, fashion, and dancing were 
used to thank and attract new SSCAC supporters. With a donation of $1.50, partygoers enjoyed a 
fashion show entertainment by The Shangs and a cabaret party at Parkway Ballroom from 4 to 8 
p.m.214 On November 18, the center netted $194.03 at the “Wine Sip.” The host committee 
reported, “We made very little money. Comparatively speaking—this is true, but such an affair is 
not designed as a money making project alone—it is an excellent vehicle for public relations and 
for propagandizing.”215 The Committee report hinted at upcoming Breakfast through Brunch and 
Opera Gala events and recommended the Wine Sip not occur annually, but only when the Ways 
and Means committee deemed it necessary or expedient and the board approved.216 
Admittedly, the SSCAC was able to capitalize on the audience and effectively distribute 
the year’s event calendar to its ideal demographic. Through this system, the SSCAC quietly 
began rebuilding the membership base for substantial and sustaining development efforts. This 
base would be strong enough for a formidable membership drive later that year, chaired by 
Wilhelmina Banks and Kathryn Dickerson. These committee members issued a document 
acknowledging the successes of the event but did not seek attention or prestige by recommending 
the continuance of hosting a financially low-yielding endeavor. There is maturity in the event 
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report to the board that shows a new kind of leadership at the center. They were laying the 
foundation of support for the center’s sustenance plan.  
This individual and specialized effort was also more prevalent in the new membership 
development cohort. In December 1956, volunteer Helen Eichelberger requested information 
from Anna Elizabeth Wafe on how to obtain a free 48-cup Electric Percolator Coffee Urn with 
the purchase and resale of coffee flavorings. The center was strategic and recognized the benefit 
of participating in promotions. They received an item and products that could be use to generate 
revenue.217 They would need coffee for upcoming programs and events and the flavorings would 
be popular enough to exchange for money. The creativity of this venture reflected the revival of 
the grassroots community effort that made the Center’s establishment and early years possible. 
The fundraising committee continued to organize entertaining social events to attract 
more and more supporters. Hosted at the South Michigan Orchestra Hall, the January Opera Gala 
featured a New York cast in scenes from Porgy and Bess, Carmen Jones, and 4 Saints in 3 Acts. 
The benefit netted the SSCAC $3,077.08 with the sale of over 950 tickets.218 Attendees and 
beneficiaries were rewarded with the return of the center’s courses.  Advertised on a thank you 
correspondence to underwriters, courses in “Painting and Drawing, Jewel Craft, Weaving, 
Photography, Ceramics, the Art of Make up, Art in Everyday Living, Reading for Pleasure and 
Profit” were once again a part of the center’s offerings.219 The courses were so successful that 
the SSCAC asked tenant Jerry Covington to vacate the second floor of the rear building for 
program expansion on July 31. 220 
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The resurgence of exhibitions was the direct result of the revival of art classes. On June 
15, 1957, the SSCAC presented the work of children completed in the term’s art classes under 
the supervision of volunteer instructors Harold Ware, Alice Westbrook, and Lillian Smith. An 
undated president’s monthly report to board recorded the success of a photograph exhibition; 
“’Faces and Places’ has had a more sustained visitation than any previous exhibit of a 
comparable category.”221 These endeavors were made possible by the “all hands on deck” 
strategy of the 1957 membership drive. Wilhelmina Banks returned to chair that year’s 
campaign, “Every Member and Friend A Worker.”222  The SSCAC charged the community with 
sustaining the physical building and cultural real estate. George White reported a rummage sale 
and Easter Brunch “brought us new money and some new friends”223 in the board president’s 
monthly report. The campaign culminated in June with the official opening of the Afro Art Shop, 
another source of revenue for the SSCAC.224  
President White also lauded the full-fledged revival of programs and exhibitions, “So you 
see we are by no means standing still or in other words at the rate we are going we will never 
gather moss.”225 Unfortunately, fundraising events that year slightly quelled only one of two 
major problems at the center. Although highly successful, the membership campaign and social 
events barely covered the center’s expenses. White summed up the financial health of the center 
with one sentence, “Our coffers are empty.”226 The lamentation was matched with a plan for the 
New Year: in a gift-for-gift campaign, the center would solicit 100 representatives from the 
community to purchase an object of art for $100 in either cash or in four installments. 
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The second problem was more complex and the result of the old guard’s mishandling of 
the center’s most valuable persons, its artists. The board president bemoaned, “We have not been 
able to attract and hold the artists of our community. Aside from Stan [Williams] to whom we 
cling for dear life, we have no others, except on special occasions. We want them here 
permanently, this is an art center.”227 The reopening of the Center in 1954 coincided with the 
censure of Joseph McCarthy and decline of anti-Communist paranoia, but the artist roster had 
not fully rebounded. Consequently, a steady exhibition schedule was absent from the celebrated 
bullet points in that year’s annual report.  
While the board’s Red Scare dismissals accounted for the exit of many of Chicago’s 
black artists, other factors explain their sustained absence.  Most young artists gravitated to New 
York for international creative exchange, work, and recognition. Artist Vincent Smith (1929-
2003) described the influx of artistic styles in 1957:  
There were the social expressionists and the up and coming abstract 
expressionists. We were influenced by everything. The French painters, Picasso, 
Brancusi, Klee, the Dutch painters, the Flemish school, Zen Buddhism, the 
Mexican painters, the German expressionists, the Japanese woodcut, and African 
sculpture. Within the styles and forms and techniques of these schools we painted 
and experimented and attempted to find our way.228 
 
Other artists became disenchanted with the discriminatory practices of the highly competitive 
American art scene and travelled and studied in Europe during the 1950s. In 1952, Edward Clark 
(b. 1926), a Chicago native who had studied at the SAIC, left for Paris, which he referred to as 
“the freest of cities and a true magnet for artists.”229 Chicago’s black artists who had not left the 
country or relocated to New York were now art department administrators or professors at 
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America’s black colleges and universities. Howard, Hampton, and Fisk cultivated new 
generations of artists and patrons with art instruction and regular exhibition as early as 1871.230 
Artists slowly migrated back to the SSCAC as they once again recognized its value as an 
inclusive exhibition space. On Sunday, February 9, 1958, the SSCAC staff presented works by 
Clifford Lee, a social-realist Chicago artist working in the 1950s and 1960s. Lee, also an 
illustrator for Ebony magazine, was known for his impressionistic “palette-knife” technique, 
which he acquired during study at Kendall Academy, the Grand Rapids Art Gallery, and the 
SAIC.231 Clifford’s exhibition would reestablish the SSCAC as the cultural institution for local 
African American artists who still desired to incorporate messages into their work.  
While Lee’s exhibition was a highlight of that year’s calendar, the administration 
continued to focus on development efforts. On Sept 27, 1958, the Pittsburgh Courier announced 
“Mahalia in Benefit for S.S. Art Center.”  The event, held in the auditorium of the Dunbar 
Vocational High School on October 12, was expected to hit capacity at 1,600 persons. The 
Courier reporter asserted that Mahalia Jackson’s appearance enabled the SSCAC to “provide 
facilities for obscure artists to show their works.”232 At that time, the center remained a vital 
institution for the exhibition of work by African American artists in Chicago. Despite integration 
of the city’s neighborhoods, the mainstream cultural institutions continued to exclude minority 
artists. The Art Institute of Chicago exhibition schedule of 1958 featured no African American 
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artists in solo or group exhibitions and no black artists were included in the museum’s 61st 
Annual Exhibition by Artists of Chicago and Vicinity.233  
Art historian Sharon Patton noted the 1950s were an exciting time for American artists, 
but also a difficult period for the African American artist. Very few artists received major critical 
recognition in the art and popular presses. While some mainstream institutions excluded artists 
based on skin color alone, most African American artists were excluded because their subject 
matter and techniques were dated in the eyes of the avant-garde. With the exception of Bearden 
and Norman Lewis, most artists did not experience critical success because they had not 
abandoned social realism. Those who had were often misconstrued as imitative and ignored 
because their work served to adversely “conceptually and stylistically accommodate an African 
American identity and be appreciated by those inside the cultural or social experience.”234 Patton 
cites the lack of substantial critical literature on the critic’s tendency to restrict assessment of 
African American abstraction to race. 235 
Some black artists refused to embrace new artistic trends. 1947 Rosenwald Fellow 
Marion Perkins (1908-1961), the Chicago sculptor discovered by Pollack after the SSCAC’s first 
director admired his soap sculptures, wrote Abstract Expressionism off as a trend but encouraged 
all artists to remain knowledgeable of the trends, some of which could be aesthetically 
progressive. In 1959, Perkins delivered “Problems of the Black Artist” at the Black Artists 
Conference (now the National Conference of Artists) in Atlanta: 
The fact has to be faced that art, like any other commodity in American life, is 
subject to the instability of the craze, the trend, the change, a pathological kind of 
attitude into which the American people have become so conditioned to until 
nearly everybody is looking forward to tomorrow’s model before yesterday’s has 
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been tested out thoroughly and probably could serve just as well. Yet, it becomes 
necessary to keep up with viewing what others are doing, for always there is 
something one may learn which may help one’s own development.236 
 
Unfortunately, Perkins would not live long enough to see his prophecy fulfilled as the social 
disruption and violence of the 1960s marked a renewed demand for artists to explore social and 
political subject matter. This resurgence would push the need for the SSCAC into the forefront of 
public consciousness. Social realism celebrated and challenged representations of cultural 
identity and the SSCAC provided artists the space to create, exhibit, and reaffirm the beauty of 
blackness. 
By 1961, the SSCAC was no match compared to the art center of 1941 in the magnitude 
and consistency of yesteryear’s exhibition schedules, programs, and fundraising events, but the 
rededication of the community was unparalleled. Artists had indeed “remained to pull the 
chestnuts out the fire”237 with the support of old and new community volunteers and patrons. 
Twenty years later, the odds were greater for the SSCAC as operating costs were higher and the 
survival strategy became more aggressive and creative. This staying power would soon be tested 
as the turbulent 1950s birthed a more troublesome 1960s offering new challenges to the 
relatively young cultural institution. 
“An African-American Cultural Corridor,” 1962-1965 
 The SSCAC programs and activities seemed to be unaffected by developments of the 
national Civil Rights Movement into the early 1960s. If anything, as a non-profit cultural 
organization in Chicago, it served as a vehicle of positive affirmation for a community populated 
by a race with an extensive history of less than human treatment by all levels of government. The 
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gallery walls showcased art by local black artists committed to positive aesthetic representations 
of the community’s residents. SSCAC teaching staff offered both long-time and young 
Bronzeville residents of “an opportunity to break through restraint and repression and to meet 
that basic human need for artistic expression.”238 During the 1960s, the birth of the DuSable 
Museum offered Bronzeville and Chicago residents an educational resource for African 
American history and culture and a likely ally to the South Side Community Center.  
Housed on the ground floor of the Burroughs' home, the museum’s inaugural site was a 
former boarding house for African American railroad workers at 3806 S. Michigan Avenue 
directly across the street from the center (Fig. 14).239 Originally named the Ebony Museum of 
Negro History and Art, the budding cultural institution was the brainchild of Margaret and 
Charles Burroughs, Gerard Lew, and others. On February 16, 1961, the Ebony Museum of Negro 
History and Art officially incorporated as the DuSable Museum, in honor of Jean Baptiste Point 
DuSable. In 1779, DuSable, a Haitian of African and French descent, established the trading post 
and permanent settlement that would become known as Chicago. The Center and the new 
museum formed “an African American cultural corridor”240 as they shared not just similar 
addresses, but a mission to provide a comprehensive visual record of black history and culture.  
The DuSable Museum and the SSCAC’s full schedule of exhibitions and art courses for 
adults and children provided extracurricular affirmations of cultural identity and a meeting place 
for Bronzeville parents protesting discriminatory public school policies. Chicago’s black 
community suffered unequal educational opportunities at the hands of school superintendent 
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Benjamin Willis.  Parents organized and laid the foundation for the execution of the great school 
boycotts of October 1963 and February 1964. Between the two dates, 400,000 students missed 
school.241 While parents battled Chicago Public Schools, the SSCAC focused on raising the 
funds to support art courses and keeping the doors open. 
The theme of the 22nd annual Artists’ & Models’ Ball of the SSCAC was “Neptune’s 
Night.”242  On November 30, 1963, the Midland Ballroom was transformed into a literal and 
imagined alternate reality as the staff’s young artists designed exquisite costumes and props.  
Familiar names from the previous decade dotted the administration and teaching staff roster 
printed in the souvenir booklet. Fern Gayden, a Chicago social worker, patron of the arts, 
founder of Negro Story Magazine, and self-proclaimed “lifelong activist on behalf of world 
peace,”243 was now president.  Wilhelmina Banks, who had come to the SSCAC as chair of the 
first membership drive after the center reopened in 1954, now served as the Executive Director. 
In a proven advantageous technique introduced by the two women, the booklet also advertised 
and solicited attendees to the December 14, 1963 cast party for Langston Hughes play, Black 
Nativity. The end of the year events would sustain the center into the New Year.  
In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Right Bill into law, banning 
segregation in public accommodations, ending federal aid to segregated institutions, and 
outlawing racial discrimination in employment.244 Around the country, African Americans 
praised the efforts of Rosa Parks, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and many more influential figures 
in the federally enforced abolition of de jure segregation.  
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A year later, 25,000 black and white people marched from Selma to Montgomery, 
Alabama because they were frustrated with the continued prevalence of racial discrimination, 
disenfranchisement, and violence even after legislative action. The younger activists and those 
dissatisfied with the non-violent conciliatory strategies of the King-led Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference reorganized and adopted more aggressive tactics. King was not 
discouraged and adamantly continued to mobilize people in nonviolent protest.245  
The SSCAC continued to serve as a vehicle and venue for creative expression and 
reaction to the frustrations of failed integration and the continued oppression of blacks in 
Chicago. Unfortunately, the building’s failing physical condition jeopardized the center’s ability 
to provide full services. Ticket solicitation letters for the 23rd Annual Artists’ & Models’ Ball 
revealed city officials had contacted Gayden several times for failure to meet city building code 
requirements.246 Proceeds from “Saint & Satyr,” scheduled for November 14, 1964 at the 
Packing House Community Center, would cover the costs of desperately needed electrical 
repairs.  
The theme, “Saint and Satyr,” suggests organizers wanted the night’s attendees to enjoy 
the festivities like “satyrs,” mythological deities of the woods and mountains who spent their 
time drinking, dancing, and chasing nymphs, but recognize their power to be “saints” of the 
SSCAC as philanthropists. Cover imagery from the souvenir booklet reminded all in attendance 
of the evening’s beneficiaries, artists (Fig. 15). While it does not correspond to any particular 
mythological story, artist Al Price incorporated several figures and symbols from ancient times 
into the cover art. Scissors, a drafting ruler, and other creative tools replaced the brush of the 
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traditional Roman warrior headdress donned by the black painter. The painter grasps 
paintbrushes to his chin as he intently studies the nymph-like figure (seated on a platform 
supported by an anchor), as an artist would regard a subject before drafting. The anchor, a 
symbol of stability and a strong foundation, was extremely fitting, as proceeds from the event 
would allow for maintenance and repairs to stabilize the center. The tiny female figure resembles 
Minerva and is surrounded by the tools of the Roman goddess of wisdom and sponsor of arts, 
trade, and defense. Perhaps the painter is contemplating how he can save Minerva, and in turn, 
the arts.  
Fulfillment of the packed schedule of adult and children’s classes that accompanied the 
ticket solicitation correspondences was also contingent upon the repairs. The fall program 
featured a free Drawing & Painting Workshop on Monday evenings, open to all adults. On 
Wednesday evenings, Don Wilson offered a course on the art of making prints. Barbara and 
Bernadine Betczyski were the Friday Batik & Tie Dye class instructors. Children, ages eight to 
fourteen, were welcome on Saturdays for Drawing & Painting instruction. A registration fee of 
$1.00 would be assessed to pay the instructor a nominal fee. The Youth Group Palette & Chisel 
Club cultivated a new crop of art patrons by hosting a group of teenagers for a “junior service 
league made of young people who are interested in becoming culturally aware” every Saturday.  
All ages could register for a $10 Special Interest Group. The fall season activity was a do-it-
yourself greeting cards workshop on Saturdays.247  
 The SSCAC schedule also offered professional and amateur but advanced artists two 
opportunities for development and networking. The Artists’ Guild, artists, members, and friends, 
met every Friday evening in an informal studio and collaborated on free work projects. The 
teaching staff, led by director and artist Ramon Price, included Sylvester Britton, Fred Anderson, 
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Al Price, Gene Turner, Burroughs, Don Wilson, B. Mays, and Garret Whyte, and convened on 
Saturday evenings for the Artists and Instructors Workshop.248 
 Music had been an integral part of the SSCAC’s earliest fundraising efforts. That season, 
the center announced an opportunity for performing artists in drama, music, or dance to 
participate in an Artists Showcase on the last Saturday of the month. The SSCAC also 
encouraged members and friends to attend monthly concerts on the third Sunday of every month. 
No admission fee or registration was required. Music Workshops and classes in Piano, Basic 
Theory, Harmony & Ensemble Work were available to all ages inspired by the showcase.249 The 
Center’s schedule had achieved a comprehensive curriculum not seen since the WPA era.  
  When the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Coordinating 
Council of Community Organizations (CCCO) came to Chicago in 1965 to protest against the 
city’s poor public housing conditions, the SSCAC had been a cultural partner in alleviating the 
woes of inhabiting subpar accommodations for quite some time.  King came to the Midwest to 
lead the campaign that entailed a large rally, marches, and demands to the city of Chicago. These 
specific demands covered a wide range of areas, including housing, education, transportation and 
job access, income and employment, health, wealth generation, crime and the criminal justice 
system, community development, and quality of life.250 The SSCAC had been instrumental in the 
last category of demand, community development and the quality of life, especially in its own 
Bronzeville neighborhood. The SSCAC and neighboring DuSable Museum provided residents 
with cultural events and opportunities to observe and then create responses to life in these 
housing projects.  
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As many of their students and colleagues were residents of these housing projects, the 
efforts of the SSCAC’s Artist Council were much appreciated. These men and women were the 
core of the local network of black artists and taught a variety of mediums, techniques, and styles. 
On June 26, 1965, the SSCAC hosted a group Showing of Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture 
featuring submissions by teaching artists, as well as former, current, and future board members 
and executive directors, in addition to advisors and affiliates. The roster included Burroughs, 
Britton, Whyte, Fitzhugh Dinkins, Bernard Goss, Herman King, Ramon Price, Howard Seals, 
Douglass Williams, Eugene Winslow, Sam Clark, Roberta Corbin, and more.251 Most of these 
artists were volunteers or offered their expertise for a nominal fee. Their commitment sustained 
the center’s programs and aided the center in the stable provision of cultural enrichment.  
 Artists across the country embraced a variety of creative outlets to express their support 
for the mobilized masses fighting for equal rights and justice.  Although physically removed 
from the violent and explicit discrimination of the South, African American artists in northern 
cultural capitals were affected by institutional racism and deeply concerned about the national 
oppression of the race.  In New York, the cultural community expressed support for the 
movement in the form of exhibition. African American artists “could not fail to be touched by 
the outrage of segregation, or fail to relate to the self-reliance, hope, and courage of those person 
who were marching in the interest of man’s dignity.”252 While New York collectives like 
Romare Bearden’s Spiral organized aesthetic presentations in protest, Chicago’s black artists 
offered their time and energy to maintain the SSCAC as a vehicle of cultural enrichment, and 
subsequently, a higher quality of life. The efforts of the SSCAC’s staff and administration were 
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reminiscent of the WPA’s original directive of the community art center to boost morale through 
the visual arts. 
“The SSCAC is Long on History and Short on Money,”1966-1968 
Unfortunately, the sweat equity of the SSCAC’s administration and teaching staff was 
not sufficient enough to support the center’s programs. In 1966, Herbert Nipson, executive editor 
at Ebony magazine, organized the first of many auctions designed to increase the Center’s 
revenue.  The Illinois Institute of Technology offered its Crown Hall for the auction on February 
27, 1966. SSCAC alumni photographer Gordon Parks and poet Gwendolyn Brooks were special 
guests. Proceeds from the auction of works by Parks, Charles White, and Clifford Lee, as well as 
sculptors Richard Hunt and Marion Perkins went to the South Side Community Art Center, 
which was “long on history and short on money.”253 
 In an undated letter from Nipson, a long time supporter of the center and now Chairman 
of the Board, urged members and friends to secure tickets to that year’s Artists’ & Models’ Ball.  
On December 7, all supporters were invited to experience “Grand Ball de Nefertiti” at Sauer’s 
Brauhaus, where the inaugural ball king and queen would be selected.254 Nipson also contacted 
the National Endowment for Arts to obtain information on the availability of direct assistance to 
community art centers.255 Although no federal programs were in place at the time, Nipson’s 
innovative approach and willingness to explore all possibilities to sustain the center would be a 
much-needed catalyst for future development efforts.  
Nipson’s efforts coincided with increased demand for the use of SSCAC facilities in the 
organization and execution of the cultural campaigns of the Black Power Movement. Rooted in 
reaction to the ineffectiveness of the nonviolent campaigns of the Civil Rights movement, the 
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Black Power movement was constructed on “a sense that overthrowing the constraints of 
segregation would not be enough if substantial shifts in economic and political power failed to 
follow.”256 T.V. Reed, Buchanan Distinguished Professor of English and American Studies at 
Washington State University, divided the Black Power movement into two main forms. While 
political activists stressed “contestation with and the need to radically alter the white-dominated 
political and economic system,” artists, writers, and poets focused on “the development of 
independent artistic and cultural forms based in the black tradition.”257  The two forms of Black 
nationalism overlapped and intertwined as the visual and literary arts creatively articulated 
demands of equality and justice through strong representations of African American people and 
history.  
In 1967, a group of scientists, historians, academics, writers, and artists from the south 
side of Chicago founded the Organization of Black American Culture (OBAC). The South Side 
Community Art Center and the DuSable Museum served as the first meeting place for the OBAC 
Writer’s Workshop before it later settled into a home in the Abraham Lincoln Center.258 The 
visual arts component of OBAC was responsible for the organization and execution of the famed 
Wall of Respect (1967), a mural featuring portraits of several historical black pioneers, leaders, 
activists, and advocates of community formation and revolutionary action such as Muhammad 
Ali (b. 1942), Malcolm X (1925-1965), Stokley Carmichael (1941-1998), and Marcus Garvey 
(1887-1940) (Fig. 16).  
The mural’s planning committee and artists planted the seed for the establishment of 
AfriCOBRA (Commune of Bad Relevant [later, Revolutionary] Artists), another cultural cadre 
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that used the SSCAC for meetings, exhibitions, and events. In 1968, Chicago native Jeff 
Donaldson met with fellow artists Wadsworth and Elaine Jae Jarrell, Barbara Jones-Hogu, and 
Gerald Williams and embarked on a mission to define and identify a uniquely black aesthetic in 
visual arts. Although their sessions were inconclusive and yielded a range of qualifying 
aesthetical devices like “awesome imagery and free symmetry, illuminate shine and high intense 
color that appealed to the intuitive senses as opposed to the intellect alone,”259 the group had 
gathered enough material to fuel the production of art that reflected shared needs, aspirations, 
and experiences of the black American citizen. Gerald Williams recounted the group’s decision 
to celebrate the beauty and heroism of black culture:  
We decided to commit ourselves to the collective exploration, development, and 
perpetuation of an approach to image making which would reflect and project the 
moods, attitudes, and sensibilities of African Americans independent of the 
technical and aesthetic strictures of Euro-centric modalities.  It was an original 
name that came to identify our place within the broader context of Black art. Our 
mission was to encapsulate the quintessential features of African-American 
consciousness and worldview as reflected in real time 1968 terms.260   
 
The group also encouraged African American artists and cultural advocates to study the 
ancestral arts. These directives were reminiscent of Alain Locke’s charge to the artists of the 
1920s and 1930s in “The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts.”261  
AfriCOBRA artists juxtaposed African figurative patterns and motifs with words, 
complex abstract layers, and rhythms of color as a form of Black protest and for the cause of 
Black awareness. Barbara Jones-Hogu employed all of these devices in Relate to Our Heritage 
(n.d.) (Fig. 17). The serigraph, now a part of the SSCAC’s permanent collection, features the 
Kool-Aid palette, word splicing and arrangement, and visages with distinct African features of a 
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signature AfriCOBRA piece. Over six panels of varying widths, Jones-Hogu weaved the title 
around and throughout the portraits of black men and women. The artist accentuated their full 
lips, broad noses, and afros with a spectrum of vivid colors. The ankh and the eye of Horus, two 
Egyptian symbols of eternal life, were positioned prominently in the composition. Jones-Hogu 
illustrated the beauty and strength of the race while reminding viewers of black ancestral history. 
The South Side Community Art Center capitalized on the unifying appeal of 
AfriCOBRA’s mission to reconnect with the art of the African continent with the presentation of 
“Black Heritage: An Exhibit of African Sculpture and Artifacts.” From August 8 to September 
15, 1968 fifty-six pieces from the Art Institute of Chicago, the DuSable Museum, and the private 
collections of William McBride, Joseph Kersey, and Etta Barnett were on view in the main 
gallery. Dynamic programming designed to disseminate the aims of the exhibition to the public 
featured gallery talks by AfriCOBRA founder Jeff Donaldson (“African Art and the People 
Behind It”), Harold Bradley (“International Influence of African Art”), and William McBride 
(“Collection of African Art”).262 On August 18, 1968, poet and African heritage advocate, 
Margaret Danner (1915-1984), offered a lecture on African art and read poetry from the 
continent. A photograph of several board members and staff, teaching artists, presenters, and 
underwriters positioned at the entrance of the SSCAC accompanied the press release (Fig. 18).263 
Board president Wilhelmina Blanks supports a framed, unidentified portrait and Danner cradles 
an African mask featured in the lecture and exhibition.  
The people in the photograph appear happy and enthusiastic about their cultural 
immersion. The exhibition and related programming were opportunities for the south side 
community to celebrate an achievement in a year marred by violence, political turbulence, and 
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civil unrest. The American people were rocked by assassination of Dr. King and Senator Robert 
F. Kennedy, two leading figures in the Civil Rights movement. The jubilance of the picture 
shows no signs of distress in relation to the approaching Democratic National Convention, an 
event that guaranteed more unrest in their hometown. Almost a week after the Danner lecture, 
over 10,000 protestors were expected to converge on the convention to express their anti-
Vietnam War sentiments.264 The SSCAC provided a cultural enrichment opportunity and good 
distraction from looming political upheaval. 
The SSCAC promoted self-awareness and cultural pride through programming and 
exhibitions but remained desperate for financial support.  The SSCAC continued to boost 
revenue with the third annual auction. The auction, held on May 3, granted patrons an 
opportunity to own original work by Renee Smith, Herbert Gentry, Bill Paglin, William Carter, 
Clifford Lee, Sylvester Britton, and Anna Tyler, as well as pieces from the center’s permanent 
collection.265 External donations would also boost the center’s financial health. In June, 
Columbia College celebrated and recognized the SSCAC’s contribution to the larger cultural 
climate with a $2,000 donation. The Afro-Arts Theatre, Coalition of Black Revolutionary Artists, 
the South Side Center for the Performing Arts, and the DuSable Museum (in care of Margaret 
Burroughs) received comparable donations.266  
 By 1968, the South Side Community Art Center had gained a reputation as the premier 
venue for the exhibition of local and national African American artists. The decisions of the 
board were more aligned with the needs of the teaching staff and students, as artists were now 
welcome to the administrative body. The efforts of countless volunteers reminded the 
community of the same strength and determination responsible for the mere existence of the 
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center. As Pollack noted in 1938, the south side of Chicago was a place where “the talents are 
many, its opportunities few and its frustrations staggering.”267 Programs and art classes returned 
to the delight of south side children and adults and transcended entertainment purposes to 
provide all those who came through the door an opportunity to harness their frustrations with the 
injustices of daily life into creative expression. The SSCAC joined with national political 
movements and local aesthetic missions as an institutional advocate for a higher quality of life. 
This social agency would continue to be crucial to the Bronzeville and the city of Chicago, as the 
United States would experience more revolution in the near future.  
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Chapter 4: “Years of Struggle, Growth, and Survival”: The South Side Community Art 
Center, 1969-1980 
 
October 25, 1969 marked the thirtieth anniversary of when Chicago’s black artists and 
cultural advocates learned the federal government would fund an art center in their 
neighborhood. Since that day, the South Side Community Art Center has continued to fulfill the 
directives of the long dissolved Works Progress Administration with the support of countless 
individuals. Characterized by enthusiasm, energy, and creativity, the center’s first thirty years 
were the manifestation of a dream in which many had invested and from which many more 
would benefit for years to come. The SSCAC faced numerous intersections, choices, and 
challenges as it struggled to maintain a stable and viable cultural institution.  
 In this chapter, I will analyze how the SSCAC fared with economic recession, cultural 
wars, the decline of its host neighborhood, and increasing competition for funding and audience 
from emerging institutions and organizations. Despite these internal and external forces at play, 
the center’s staff and board worked tirelessly to maintain the SSCAC’s commitment to the 
production and exhibition of African American art with a dynamic art class and show schedule.  
The SSCAC as Site of Solidarity and Education Through the Civil Rights and Black Power 
Movements and Museum Exclusion, 1969-1975 
 
Many remember 1969 as the year of the first manned landing on the moon. Millions 
tuned into their television sets as Neil Armstrong (1930-2012) and Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, Jr. (b. 
1930) exited Apollo 11 and planted an American flag on the lunar surface. This mission was the 
culmination of years of hard work and millions of dollars but only the beginning of a future in 
space exploration, scientific discovery, and aeronautics research. The successful flight of Apollo 
11 provided the world with an exciting diversion from the raging Vietnam War. In upholding its 
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anti-Communist stance, the United States and other international allies dispatched ground forces 
and artillery to the war-torn Asian province.  
While combat was contained to Vietnam, peace advocates voiced their opposition to the 
war globally. Many reacted negatively to the reintroduction of the draft, while others had moral, 
legal, and pragmatic arguments against U.S. intervention fueled by the media portrayal of the 
devastation in southeast Asia. By October 1969, 58% of Gallup respondents said U.S. entry into 
the war was a mistake.268 That sentiment was manifest in national demonstrations like the 
Moratorium to End the War in Vietnam. On October 15, millions of Americans took off from 
work and school to participate in local demonstrations. This demonstration was only one of 
many expressions of opposition that ranged from peaceful nonviolence to radical displays of 
violence.  
Many peace advocates rallied for the withdrawal of American forces in Vietnam but 
others continued to fight for equality and justice for African Americans, women, and other 
marginalized people in every industry at home. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., recipient of the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, was vocal in his opposition, citing the desecration of foreign lands 
and violence against Vietnamese civilians. Institutional racism, discrimination, and police 
brutality remained serious problems for blacks in America.269 In analysis of King’s anti-war 
proclamation, David Bromwich asserted, “War is an enemy to the poor in America. By a terrible 
compensation we are sending blacks to fight in Vietnam when we cannot find jobs or justice for 
them at home.”270  
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The effects of discrimination were tenfold for professional black and female artists as 
museums, galleries, and white curators continued to marginalize and largely ignore their 
contributions to the art world. In Chicago, AfriCOBRA continued to be the representative body 
of black artists producing work in response to the sociopolitical climate. Art historian Rebecca 
Zorach reflected on the forces in play:  
Major changes were occurring in the definition of art around 1968, and 
specifically in Chicago. Precepts of modernist art had previously held that art 
must be autonomous, distinct from all forms of literary or political content, 
narrative, or overt persuasion. A ferment of dissatisfaction with this view was 
brewing throughout the 60s, but the events around ‘68 dealt it a major blow. 
Mass-mediated and violent political events required new ways of thinking about 
art and community. In many cases, this meant a move away from abstraction. This 
might mean a return to representational art (depictions of the human body, often 
in struggle), or the incorporation of text into image; it might mean performance 
art and guerrilla theater.271 
 
The Art Institute of Chicago’s schedule of 1968 and 1969 reflected no exhibitions 
dedicated to these new mediums of protest and only one African American artist, sculptor 
Richard Hunt, was slated for a solo show.272 The 71st Annual Exhibition of Artists of Chicago 
and Vicinity at the Art Institute of Chicago featured no work by black artists and no 
representational art. As a list of submissions is unavailable, the reasons for the lack of African 
American artists are unknown. Robert Barnes (Assistant Professor of Painting and Drawing, 
Indiana University), Harold Joachim (Curator of Prints and Drawings, The Art Institute of 
Chicago), and Eila Korkinen (Assistant Curator for Drawings, Museum of Modern Art) juried 
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and selected the exhibition of forty-one prints, paintings, and drawings, which was on view 
March 12 – May 30, 1968.273 
Korkinen’s home institution, the Museum of Modern Art, would become the target of 
backlash from artists disgruntled by oppressive museum practices. In 1969, a group of artists, 
filmmakers, writers, and critics in New York, founded the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC) to 
protest the war and agitate for artists' rights. On October 28, 1969, the AWC submitted “13 
Demands” to Bates Lowery, Director of the Museum of Modern Art (Fig. 19). Demands two and 
three specifically requested a massive increase in the inclusion of African American artists and 
curators in MOMA exhibitions and the implementation of more culturally diverse exhibitions 
and outreach programs. Artists Benny Andrews (1930-2006) and Cliff Joseph (b. 1922) founded 
the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC) in 1968 to combat the exclusion of input from 
black artists and curators in exhibitions at Whitney Museum of American Art and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art.274   
Despite the Art Institute of Chicago’s reputation of being one of the country’s first 
integrated art schools, work by black artists, especially confrontational or overtly racial and 
political, was not welcomed on the museum walls. In June, the Art Institute of Chicago selected 
sculptures by Richard Hunt (b. 1935) and Marion Perkins (1908-1961) to represent the 
contributions of African American artists to the state’s art history in “Art in Illinois, In Honor of 
the Illinois Sesquicentennial.” Hunt’s sculpture, Hero Construction (1958), had been a gift from 
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Mr. and Mrs. Arnold H. Maremont to the museum and Perkins’ Man of Sorrows (1950) was 
acquired through the Pauline Palmer Prize Fund.  
The Art Institute demonstrated very little effort to present a proportionate amount of 
work to reflect the presence and impact of African Americans in the state’s 150-year history. 
Cultural institutions and organizations like the SSCAC, the DuSable Museum, and AfriCOBRA 
shouldered the responsibility of producing and exhibiting what Jeff Donaldson called “art for 
people and not for critics whose peopleness is questionable.”275 AfriCOBRA continued to 
contribute to what Dr. Abdul Alkalimat, Professor of African-American Studies at University of 
Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, referred to as “a movement to transform consciousness via a 
paradigm shift in aesthetics and the relationship between art and social movement, fighting for 
social justice and the promotion of self-determination for African-Americans.”276  
The 72nd Annual Exhibition of Artists of Chicago and Vicinity welcomed works in all 
media but did not reflect more diversity.277 The SSCAC responded to the Art Institute of 
Chicago’s shutout of the city’s active black artists with an announcement on September 5, 1969. 
The letter’s salutation,  “Dear Chicago Area Black Artist(s),” explicitly invited artists of African 
descent to submit work to an art competition sponsored by the SSCAC in cooperation with 
McDonald’s Corporation. Artists’ submissions were restricted to no more than two entries in the 
same or different categories of Painting, Sculpture, Prints and Drawings, and Photography. A 
group of “five competent judges” would select and purchase works for addition to the center’s 
permanent collection.278 The response was so overwhelming that the SSCAC extended the 
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submission deadline in follow-up correspondence which also informed participants that the 
downtown Richard Gray and Allan Frumkin Galleries would host all selected pieces during the 
first week of November, after an exhibition at the SSCAC.279  
On October 19, 1969, the “Black Expressions ‘69” exhibition opened at the center. 
Ultimately, black artists from Chicago and Indiana submitted fifty-six pieces in consideration for 
$1,200 in purchase awards. News of the juried exhibition reached Nashville, Tennessee, where 
Chicago Defender founder and editor, Robert Sengstacke, had recently relocated. His 
submission, an untitled photograph, was late but accepted with no reservations by Grace 
Leaming, president of the SSCAC Association.280  
Every aspect of the juried competition celebrated black artists and encouraged black 
solidarity. Even in its simplicity, the invitation (by an unknown artist) touted the strength and 
beauty of black men (Fig. 20). The full lips, afro, and solemn expression of a black man looking 
to his right are discernible from the black background by the white of the cardstock. The 
exhibition was proudly and exclusively black at a time when African American artists were 
largely excluded from the walls of America’s mainstream institutions.  
Most of the winners were former or current affiliates of the center. AfriCOBRA founder 
Jeff Donaldson impressed the judges with his submission, an acrylic on masonite painting, Ala 
Shango (1969). Painted during the early, most active years of AfriCOBRA, Ala Shango features 
two black men behind an explicit “glass” wall. The title of the piece is a direct reference to 
Shango, the Yoruba god of fire, lightning, and thunder. One of the men clutches a double-headed 
axe, a symbol of this African deity, perhaps in protection from the forces on the other side of the 
implicit barrier (Fig. 21). This piece was characteristic of AfriCOBRA’s penchant for 
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incorporating “certain symbols, certain visual ideas, certain composition techniques, certain 
color organization schemes, that we saw in African art”281 and Donaldson’s style at the time. The 
artist explained, “I adapted a loosely-structured style with intense color relationships, sweeping 
movement of positive and negative elements embellished by densely-faceted color rests."282 
Fellow collective member Barbara Jones was awarded one of the purchase prizes in the Prints 
and Drawings category for a riot scene, Land Where My Father Died (1968), while Ramon B. 
Price’s sculpture, Sue, and a photograph by John White rounded out the winning works. 
Margaret Burroughs received dual honorable mentions in the Sculpture and Prints and Drawings 
categories.283  
The activities of the South Side Community Art Center were seemingly unaffected by the 
tumultuous political climate, as reflected by a bevy of fundraisers, exhibitions, and art classes. 
Just as the center had remained committed to keeping the doors open during the height of the 
Civil Rights Movement, it continued to do so while the country was polarized over the war. On 
October 21, 1969, SSCAC supporters gathered at the Prudential Auditorium for YAM (Youth 
Art Music), a joint fundraising event for the center and the Bronzeville-based Elliot Donnelly 
Youth Center (EDYC). In a creative advertisement, co-chairmen Dr. Robert L. Kimbrough and 
Dr. William J. Rogers creatively likened the benefit to a successful recipe:   
From the kitchens of the SSCAC and Donnelly Youth Center: A recipe for an 
exciting benefit, Chicago style yam. Ingredients: Music by the Ramsey Lewis trio, 
Black art exhibit, black youth seeking a better future, 1,100 people who really 
care. Let the YAM mixture sit about three hours at room temperature, then strain 
the green sediment that has formed. Gradually pour this sediment (funds raised) 
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into the SSCAC and the Donnelley Youth Center, to be used for the development 
of black art and black youth.284 
 
Kimbrough and Rogers appealed to several “very special people,” soliciting sponsorships for 
$100 front row seats in exchange for an opportunity to see the most important collection of black 
art ever assembled and exhibited in Chicago and a beautiful Richard Hunt lithograph, created 
exclusively for YAM sponsors. This event netted both organizations more than $4,000, 
guaranteeing the continuation of services for Bronzeville youth.285  
That year was also marked by a highly successful exhibition schedule. According to the 
president’s annual report, Garrett Whyte’s solo show was “a sell-out” and John Crenshaw and 
Sherman Beck’s works were “fresh in design and intricate in skill.”286 The center introduced new 
artist, Herbert Salome, in his first solo show of “a new genre: a union of color, music, light and 
instrument” while celebrating the achievements of alumnus Charles White. Leaming wrote, “A 
reception in honor of the great Charles White deserves special attention. Over 200 people 
jammed the gallery to be captivated by the presence of our foremost black artist. As background, 
a collection of works painted during his 1940-50 period was exhibited, some from private 
collections, others from the Center’s collection. It was a memorable evening.”287 
Funds from that year’s benefits and exhibition sales enabled the center to offer a full 
array of art classes. Doug Williams conducted “a highly successful” children’s art class on 
Saturdays; “Black Expressions ’69” Photography winner John White offered a class; and the 
center’s kiln (said to be one of the largest in Chicago) was fired successfully after years of disuse 
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for Eselean Henderson’s ceramics class.288 The classes undoubtedly benefitted from the financial 
success of the fifth annual art auction. All eighty-five pieces entered “underwent a rain of active 
bidding before the going-once!-going-twice!-SOLD! echoed through the Lake Meadows 
lounge.”289 The auction netted the center more than $2,000 in commissions.290 
The considerable increase in financial resources also afforded the Center a new roof and 
the complete renovation and remodeling of the women’s restroom and many other building 
fixtures.  New president Grace Leaming credited outgoing board president Herb Nipson’s 
“dynamic leadership” and the efforts of Mary Lou Campbell and La Doris Foster of the Chicago 
Defender and Sun-Times for press coverage.  The report closed with the board president 
expressing her thanks to innumerable volunteers for “their cooperation and often herculean 
efforts in keeping the Center a living and vital force in the Community.”291 Leaming was hopeful 
and enthusiastic in her closing remarks but issued a last request: “Help us to preserve and 
advance the rich heritage of Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center.”292 Sylvester 
Britton’s sketched head of an anonymous bearded sitter served as a cover illustration for the 
report (Fig. 22). The bald man’s eyes are closed in retrospection or perhaps prayer for the 
continued success of the SSCAC. The presence of the drawing amplified the magnitude of 
Leaming’s words and reminded all readers of the center’s mission to serve artists. 
Over the next five years, yearly exhibition schedules were consistently prolific and 
featured a host of artists and work in a variety of media. Invitational and juried exhibitions gave 
new and amateur artists an opportunity to exhibit their works while solo shows kept the art of the 
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center’s teaching staff and artist alumni visible to patrons. Group shows often incorporated a 
mixture of established and emerging artists. Naturally, established artists drew more attention but 
young artists were able to capitalize on the traffic and benefit from the exposure. The publicity 
committee was responsible for producing promotional materials. At times, show invitations were 
just as dynamic as the work on view as they often featured original sketches or miniature 
renderings of pieces on the walls (see figs. 26-28). The SSCAC staff and administration 
maximized space and used the second floor gallery for smaller, concurrent exhibitions. 
The second floor gallery was often reserved for the display of photography and hosted 
established and emerging photographers. Photography exhibitions dominated the earlier part of 
the period. Deborah Willis, author of Reflections in Black: A History of Photographers, 1840 to 
the Present, credited the proliferation of undergraduate and graduate degrees in photography at 
many universities and art schools with the emergence of fine art photography by African 
Americans in the 1970s.293 The SSCAC and other community centers provided a more affordable 
and accessible alternative to academia and undoubtedly cultivated many from this new crop of 
photographers with courses and workshops.  
 In 1973, the SSCAC presented “Through the Eyes of Blackness,” a photographic 
exhibition by four Chicago area photographers. Howard Simmons, Bob Black, John H. White, 
and Ovie Carter were professional photobiographers and were affiliated with local publications: 
Simmons and Black for Sun-Times, White for Daily News, and Carter for the Tribune. In lieu of 
their own images on the flyer, the cameramen were photographed on the stairs of the SSCAC 
with their cameras near their feet (Fig. 23). Accustomed to appearing in their respective 
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publications only by credit lines, this portrait emphasizes the individuality and strength of these 
black photographers. 
In 1974, Columbia College sponsored an exhibition of black photographers at the 
SSCAC. Curated by Columbia photography student Vandell Cobb, the show also featured 
photographs by Roland Freeman, Ozier Muhammad, and Moneta Sleet, Jr. The invitation 
featured an image by each cameraman (Fig. 24). While the subjects vary, they all offer what 
Willis deemed “sociological and psychological insights into the past...informed by personal 
experiences.”294 These four photographs range from snapshots of people in daily life to what 
appears to be a ceremony on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. Two years 
later, the SSCAC revisited the theme of blackness in “The Black Male, From the Cradle to the 
Grave,” as seen through the eyes of Chicago’s black photographers. The striking invitation 
features black males in various stages of life (Fig. 25). A young boy presents a pair of balled fists 
to the camera in one photograph while a Civil War re-enactor regards the lens with guarded 
stoicism. The underlying theme of black, male identity permeates these photographs.  
Many celebrated all-female single and group shows also punctuated this period.  The 
SSCAC proved to be progressive and an unbiased ally in a field that historically excluded 
women.  In 1971, art historian Linda Nochlin posed a question to the patriarchal art history field 
in the ArtNews essay, "Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?"295 Nochlin critiqued 
institutions that undervalued and limited the exhibition of work by female artists because of 
perceived notions of femininity, masculinity, and genius. While the mainstream largely ignored 
these women (and minority) artists, the SSCAC recognized and celebrated their talents on a 
regular basis.  SSCAC teacher and accomplished sculptor Geraldine McCullough (1917-2008) 
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presented “Fragments” in October 1973. The promotional material does not reveal the artist’s 
signature medium or gender, but features an ethereal image characteristic of McCullough’s 
inclination to “combine abstract forms with identifiable representations to create a unique and 
powerful style informed by such wide-ranging influences as African ritual art, European 
expressionism, and modern American art”296 (Fig. 26).  In 1974, the Center’s matriarch Margaret 
Burroughs shared her versatile interests with the “Mixed Bag” exhibition. The show flyer 
promised a display of “her art, her travels, and her concerns” and featured a lithograph of a 
mother embracing a child on her lap (Fig. 27), truly a mixture of her art and concerns as the artist 
was also the mother of two. 
Female identity was the explicit theme of “Fem-Images in Black (Art Creations by Black 
Women),” the October 1974 show cosponsored by the League of Black Women. Barbara Jones-
Hogu offered strong imagery of two black women’s heads in profile, looking in opposite 
directions, intertwined with the leaves and full blossoms of a vining rose on an orange 
background (Fig. 28). Organized in 1971, the League of Black Women was comprised of 
“women from all walks of life with varied concerns, experiences and interest who came together 
to seek solutions to the cruel suffering thrust upon us by society’s double indictment - the cross 
of being black and the burden of being female.”297 The invitational exhibition featured the work 
of forty-one women, including the SSCAC’s Burroughs and Esolean Henderson. LiFran Fort, a 
recent graduate from Fisk University and a representative of the Art Institute’s Department of 
Education, elucidated on the importance and power of the all-female exhibition at the reception 
and program on October 6.298  
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Margaret Danner pioneered the exhibition of traditional African art at the center in the 
late 1960s. The center continued this tradition into the 1970s. In 1972, “authentic works from the 
Congo (Zaire), Nigeria, Mali, Ivory Coast, Cameroon and other countries” were offered to 
patrons in “A Fantastic Sale of Authentic African Art” (Fig. 29). The poster featured a standing 
Bambara (also known as Bamana) female figure from the Mali Republic and Luba and Dan 
masks from Zaire and the Ivory Coast. Years after major museums had acquired massive 
collections of African art from private donors, the SSCAC had managed to secure authentic 
works “of museum quality” and sell them at “bargain prices.”299 During this time the SSCAC 
also embraced and welcomed contemporary African artists. In 1974, S.M. Njunuri, a Kenyan 
batik artist, exhibited his work alongside mixed media pieces by Robert Glover and sculpture by 
Lorenzo Leonard. The exhibition announcement demonstrated the SSCAC administration’s 
willingness to promote not only native Chicagoans, but international artists as well (Fig. 30). 
While the exhibition schedule was the center’s principal source of foot traffic, the 
administration continued to serve as a venue for the performing arts to bring more people 
through the doors. On December 5, 1970, Theresa (TeeSee) Fambro Hooks, entertainment editor 
for the Chicago Defender, announced to readers the SSCAC’s “Friday eve coffee house is new 
groove Mecca.”300 Every Friday night from 9 p.m. to midnight, musicians, poets, and those 
looking for a good time gathered on the center’s third floor for “Coffee on Three.” Guests 
enjoyed poetry, music, refreshments, and rapping. According to Hooks, “Coffee on Three” was 
the brainchild of former and current board members and artists Herb Nipson, Frel Anderson, 
Doug Williams, Grace Leaming, Duke Ferguson, Robert Taylor, and LaDoris Foster.301  
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In 1971, Val Gray Ward, executive director of the Kuumba Workshop, requested use of 
the third floor ballroom as a meeting place for workshop classes. She was “concerned that it 
[SSCAC] regain its position in the community and would like to participate in your efforts to 
return a full calendar of creative activity under one roof.”302 Founded in 1968 at Ward’s home, 
the Kuumba Workshop purported “all people of African descent are an African family and Black 
art is black life. It is the black artists’ permanent responsibility to truthfully and honestly 
interpret black life. Kuumba’s goal is to involve African people in a creative process to 
contribute to the struggle for the liberation of all African people.”303  
The workshop was essentially an acting company that offered a production from its 
repertory every Saturday at 8 p.m. and every Sunday at 6 p.m.. Season tickets sold for $10 and 
guaranteed three productions and a June tribute. The 1973-74 season featured such productions 
as “In the New York Night,” “A Kwanzaa Celebration,” and the “First Militant Minister.”304 
When the Kuumba Workshop moved to the SSCAC, it had “no regular or guaranteed source of 
income but was in the position to make a small monthly donation of $25 and would be happy to 
assist with raising funds.”305  
These creative fundraising endeavors accented proven development efforts. On March 
25, 1972, the SSCAC hosted the Black Artists Doing “BAD” Costume Ball at the Roberts “500 
Room.” For a donation of $5.00, guests enjoyed the evening’s festivities and received a 
commemorative poster featuring an original drawing by Sherman Beck (Fig. 31). The striking 
black and white drawing depicted four stylized black men’s heads emerging from the top of a 
mirrored silhouette portrait. The drawing presumably references the event’s sponsors and 
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contributors printed to the right (not shown in this cropped reproduction) in gratitude. With their 
support, the SSCAC could continue helping Chicago’s black artists, who were literally 
positioned on the minds of the community. The drawing also implies a sense of solidarity and 
unity; the conjoined profiles seem to produce and support the figures in the realization of a 
collective dream.  
The costume ball assuaged some of the center’s financial woes, but the center remained 
understaffed.  In 1973, after two years as executive director, Jose Williams took an extended 
leave of absence to devote more time to graduate work at the Illinois Institute of Technology 
(IIT). Williams resigned in August when “it was mutually agreed that he could not continue as 
Director at this time.”306 The center was fortunate to have in-house maintenance personnel, 
Howard Seals, immediately assume temporary leadership. Seals, also a writer, was familiar with 
the operations and easily transitioned into a leadership role at the center. Leaming expressed 
gratitude for Seals in the annual report: “I’m sure I speak for the Board in saying that we are 
fortunate indeed to have our “Writer-in-Residence” as our Acting Director.”307  
In a report to the board of the year’s programs, Seals stated that children ages four to 
sixteen participated in free art classes on Saturdays. They were also allowed to enter the dark 
room and observe adults in the photography workshop. Two ceramic courses for any interested 
adult or child rounded out that year’s offerings. The executive director expressed a desire to start 
lithography, sculpture, and silkscreen classes, for both children and adults, in the upcoming 
year’s schedule. The children’s courses were especially needed as the “combining of children in 
classes has resulted at times in a near paralysis of the class procedures.”308 Seals also noted a 
demand from the community’s senior citizens for painting and drawing classes. In order to 
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implement these programs, administrative hours would need to be expanded by at least 50% with 
a five-fold increase in instructional staff.309  
Although the staffing issue remained unresolved, the building underwent massive 
renovations with in-kind donations and free services from internal and external supporters. 
Darryl Grisham, president of Parker House Sausage, “underwrote the entire expense of the new 
ceiling and lighting, plus an air conditioner” and Wally Bauer, electrician for Johnson Publishing 
Company, along with Seals, was responsible for updating the electrical fixtures in time for the 
photographic exhibition, “Through Eyes of Blackness.”310 The Building Maintenance 
Committee, under Seals’ leadership, renovated the basement and made improvements to the 
inside and outside of the building. Fern Gayden contributed paint and tile floor covering to 
update the three second-floor administrative offices, and Building Committee Member Messers 
Ray built a large wooden cabinet with drawers to protect prints and drawings, and built and 
installed bookcases in the rear office. Leaming noted, “If the Center had to pay for the labor of 
these many repairs, it would have cost thousands of dollars.” 311   
After delivering the annual report, Leaming stepped down as board president on January 
16, 1974. The board celebrated her vital role in sustaining the center from the late 1950s to the 
early 1970s. Leaming had served the center in multiple capacities, as had many of the teaching 
staff, volunteers, and board members. Fern Gayden, Wilhelmina Banks, and Leaming would 
remain active in the SSCAC’s activities until their deaths. At that meeting, the board elected Dr. 
Robert L. Kimbrough and welcomed new members Ralph Arnold, Jean Ann Durades, Yaounde 
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Olu, Norman Spaulding, and Susan Woodson.312 These new additions reflected an appreciation 
of artists’ input. Arnold, Olu, and Spaulding had all been creative affiliates of the center prior to 
joining the SSCAC’s board and would continue to exhibit their work in its galleries. Woodson 
was also an asset to the board; as a gallery owner, she was familiar with the business facet of art.  
Under the leadership of Kimbrough, this board would immediately brainstorm a variety 
of avenues to secure funding for the center. Board member Herbert Nipson suggested contacting 
Congressman Ralph Metcalf regarding possible federal funds for the Center and mentioned an 
application for a grant from the National Foundation for the Endowment of the Arts.313 Their 
efforts immediately yielded new sources of funding. On April 15, 1974, the Chicago Daily News 
reported the Illinois Art Council gave the South Side Community Art Center $2,000 to assist 
with the employment of artists in residence.314 The Illinois General Assembly created the Arts 
Council as a state agency in 1965 through legislation sponsored by Senators Paul Simon, 
Thomas McGloon, and Alan Dixon. This grant was only the beginning of a fruitful partnership 
from which the SSCAC would benefit for years to come.  
 Even with the infusion of state funding, the SSCAC remained a site of solidarity and 
exhibition space for politically charged art. The next year was marked by a special exhibition of 
works by Nathan Wright, an inmate from Pontiac Prison (Pontiac, Illinois). A former high school 
student of Burroughs, Wright was tried and sentenced to a term of 75 to 150 years in 1970 when 
a “conspiracy syndrome gripped the nation’s legal system.”315 Wright was a victim of “a 
concerted federal policy during this period of using local police forces to discredit and destroy 
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the Civil Rights movement among the black citizenry”316 following the riots at the Democratic 
National Convention of 1968. During his first six years in prison, Wright had rendered a body of 
work “of remarkable genius.”317 Although the press release does not mention Wright’s signature 
medium or subject matter, Seals praised Wright for “the excellence of his craftsmanship coupled 
with his profound social consciousness.” 318 
On July 25, 1975, the last day of his exhibition at the art center, Wright was granted a 
furlough to attend the reception, ninety-eight miles from the correctional facility. Seals recounted 
the experience: 
At about 4 p.m. Wright arrived at the reception with his wrists manacled to his 
waist, and accompanied by four guards who were stationed about the Art Center 
premises throughout the visit. These compounded restraints were borne with a 
great deal of grace. And to the man guests who crowded in to the warmly wood-
paneled gallery to welcome and honor him, the manacles about his waist might as 
well have been a laurel wreath about his head.319 
 
Seals also noted Burroughs presented Wright with two volumes on art: one on African art 
and the other on the works of Romare Bearden, and committed herself to an active lead in the 
efforts of his defense committee.320 Through the presentation of Wright’s work, the Center 
demonstrated the liberating power of art, if only for one day. For those who may have doubted 
the direction of a SSCAC now receiving financial support from the state of Illinois, this 
exhibition should have quelled their fears of censorship.  
“We Not Only Survived But We Have Grown,” The South Side Community Art Center, 1975-
1977 
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With Seals at the helm of daily operations and the infusion of IAC funds, the center was 
able to extend its hours of operation from 4-8 p.m. to 1-8 p.m., Tuesday through Friday.321 These 
new hours enabled local schools to bring students to the center.  The students undoubtedly 
populated the center’s new series of art classes. In the latter part of 1975, Seals issued a press 
release announcing “a very fine roster of art instructors for a new series of art classes for children 
and adults.”322 On Saturday, January 25, 1976, Calvin Jones (Painting), Herman King 
(Silkscreening and Children’s Art Class), Eselean Henderson (Ceramics), Keith Hale 
(Photography), and Douglas Williams (Sculpture) would launch the new course schedule.  
The children’s art classes were free to students age eight to fourteen while the other 
classes charged fees “set at the minimal level necessary for conducting these classes.”323 Parents 
eagerly enrolled their children in these courses as evidenced by a photograph of a packed 
classroom of young artists intently drawing still lifes of clay vessels in the center of their easel 
circle (Fig. 32). This photograph reflects the center’s continued commitment to the cultivation of 
the community’s young artists.   
Unfortunately, teaching artists and other SSCAC exhibitors were burdened with the 
financial consequences of the Center’s new hours. On August 20, 1975, the board voted and 
passed an increase in sales commission from twenty to twenty-five percent to offset rising utility 
costs.324 Artists undoubtedly bemoaned the loss of revenue but were well aware that this 
percentage was still below the standard 33⅓ % commission, and half of the 50% collected at 
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some galleries.325 While SSCAC artists processed the news, the administration struggled with 
securing media coverage outside of black publications.  
In the February 1976 issue of Midwest Art, C.L. Morrison reported, “Despite its value to 
the South Side, the Center often gets a cold shoulder outside its own community. Apparently, 
only one major Chicago newspaper art writer, Harold Haydon [of Chicago Sun-Times], has ever 
reported any of their exhibits and they can’t even get a time and place listing in the weekend 
“entertainment sections.’”326 Morrison also asserted the Center’s operating budget suffered from 
its relative obscurity to the Chicago public: “Although a volunteer staff provides about $80,000 
of free time per year, the overall funding is sporadic and inadequate.”327  
At this time, the center relied on small grants from the Illinois Art Council and the Borg 
Warner Foundation. These funds were the direct result of the board’s efforts in “1) compiling a 
list of foundations that would be approached for grants to the SSCAC and developing 
appropriate grant proposal designs for this purpose; 2) acquainting business, professional and 
civic leaders with our programs and our needs in an effort to attract greater financial support.”328 
Annual membership drives and monetary and in-kind donations from the community barely 
covered rising operational costs. The SSCAC was in dire need of more support from the greater 
Chicago community but because the city’s press refused to acknowledge the small cultural 
institution in print, the center would continue to suffer.  
Instead of lamenting in their financial woes, the board turned to tried-and-true 
development efforts. On Sunday, April 4, 1976, chanteuse Leotyne Price appeared in a benefit 
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performance at Orchestra Hall (see the promotional flyer in Fig. 33). Proceeds from ticket sales 
(ranging from $7.50 to $25) were split between the SSCAC and the Elliott Donnelly Youth 
Center. The benefit was highly successful and netted each organization $9,050.329 As a direct 
result of this “cultural and financial success,”330 corresponding secretary Fern Gayden reported 
the SSCAC’s school program “has taken on new vigor and dimension.” Under the leadership of 
Fitzhugh Dinkins, children’s classes, taught by his daughter Diane, and Alice Sanderson, and a 
photography workshop led by Ralph Jenkins, George Gilmer, and Ed Smith were now year-
round offerings. On Tuesday and Thursday evenings, Roger Wilson oversaw a live model 
drawing class. In September, registration opened for classes in drawing and painting, silkscreen, 
sculpture.331 The center continued to offer children’s classes at no charge and adult classes at 
reasonable fees. 
Gayden also reported on the Summer Youth Program. Sponsored by the Mayor’s 
Summer Youth Employment Program and the Archdiocese of Chicago School Board, twenty-
two students, ages fifteen to twenty-one, were introduced to tie-dye, batik, and silkscreen 
techniques in a vigorous curriculum organized by instructor Clarence Tolbert. Several of these 
students were recognized at the Buckingham Fountain Art Fair. In 1970, the Continental Illinois 
National Bank and Trust Company of Chicago conceived the Buckingham Fountain Art Fair as 
“a vehicle to channel youthful energies into constructive outlets” to combat the scarcity of 
summer jobs.332 The fair, held annually at Grant Park’s Clarence F. Buckingham Fountain, 
awarded cash prizes. Program participants also would have an opportunity to exhibit their 
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classwork at the center. Gayden remarked, “Not since the days when the school was operated by 
the WPA has the Center been able to maintain such a regular and sustained program to as many 
students as now.”333 
The infusion of city funding coincided with increased metropolitan press coverage of the 
center’s exhibitions. Gayden reported that the show featuring artists Madeline Rabb, Yvette 
Strickland, and Simone Taylor “attracted a very large audience… Its excellence was lauded in 
the metropolitan press as well as in the community papers.”334 A string of equally successful 
shows preceded this show, and attracted large audiences. To accommodate the high traffic of 
exhibitions and courses, Gayden reported “new and heavy duty [electrical] wires have been run 
from the alley to the main building at the cost of $2,708.”335 The roof, replaced three years ago, 
was leaking and in need of repair or another replacement and the center needed a new heating 
system. Just as the center’s staff and administration had regained financial stability, the constant 
instability of the physical building reverted it back to a state of desperation.  
The severity of Chicago winters really threatened the Center’s physical health and 
lowered collective morale. On Christmas Eve 1976, Herbert Nipson penned a dismal letter to 
SSCAC members and friends: 
Sitting here at the typewriter, I suddenly realized that there is no fat fellow in a 
red uniform who is going to come down the chimney at the South Side 
Community Art Center and unload enough goodies to keep the Center operating 
for another year… 
 
When you get older, especially in Chicago, you learn that another not-so mythical 
character is even more important than Santa Claus around Christmas time. He’s 
known as “the Hawk” and what he can do is something else. What he has done to 
the South Side Community Art Center already is really painful. He whips through 
the cracks in the mortar and around the windows and drinks heating oil by the 
gallons. He didn’t even wait until Christmas this year, he started before 
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Thanksgiving. As a result, we find ourselves in a financial strain trying to keep 
programs going and also the heating and lighting bills paid.336  
 
The board chairman solicited readers to become “a Santa for the Art Center” and solicited 
$5 and $10 donations so “the building would be warm enough for the children’s classes on 
Saturdays and the second floor will have enough heat to keep the models from developing too 
many goosepimples during the life drawing classes.”337 According to the January 29, 1977 
edition of  “Tee See’s Town” (Theresa Fambro Hooks’ column in the Chicago Defender), 
countless individuals donated to the center’s “Anti-Hawk fund” and once again restored 
Nipson’s faith in the community.338   
The SSCAC overcame the harsh winter and faced the New Year with guarded optimism. 
That year’s first major exhibition reminded members and friends why their continued support 
and patronage were so valuable. In February, the SSCAC presented a celebration of Black 
History in Art featuring the Art Center Collection. The works on display spanned a period from 
the WPA era with Charles White’s Spiritual (1941) to the present with works like Fourteenth 
Amendment (1977), a welded steel piece by young metal sculptor Ausbra Ford. John Forwalter 
reviewed the exhibition for the Hyde Park Herald: 
Portraits are among the most frequent subject of Black artists, probably because 
they realize that community support of art is important both to a public whom 
they can educate and lead, and to themselves if they want appreciation and 
support. Black art has meaning, for it can be a community art. 
 
There is of course no such thing as Black art, tan art, etc. There is only art. And 
there has always been a number of good artists who were Black. While one 
should applaud a collection that gives occasion for Black pride and contributes to 
Black history, the emphasis has current social justification. A number of museums 
across the country are indeed mounting shows by Black artists. For one, I am glad 
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that the South Side Community Art center in Chicago has a forty-year lead on 
them.339 
 
In this review, Forwalter recognized the SSCAC as a pioneer and foremost vehicle of 
African American artistic expression in not only Chicago, but across the United States. Despite 
its financial struggles, the art center remained a reputable haven for African American art. The 
Center transcended purely aesthetic importance and provided a source of pride and self-
awareness to any African American who walked through the doors.  
The show not only provided a morale boost to the board and administration, it also 
attracted the alliances of more cultural organizations interested in preserving the rich heritage. In 
March 1977, the Darlene Blackburn Dance Troupe approached the SSCAC board with a 
proposal that would add yet another performing art and fundraising agent to the Center’s 
expanding offerings. For $100 a month and twenty percent of class fees, the troupe offered 
courses on the third floor and presented two dance concerts a year with proceeds benefitting the 
center.340  
The center’s operating budget continued to rely on perennial development programs. The 
Twelfth Annual Art Auction held Sunday, May 12, 1977 at Lake Meadows restaurant was the 
largest to date and featured ninety-eight works including paintings, sculpture, prints, ceramics, 
jewelry, photography, collages, and batiks. Participating artists donated thirty-seven of these 
pieces to the Art Center for post-auction sale or addition to the permanent collection.341 In this 
selfless display of generosity, Chicago’s black art community demonstrated a renewed 
dedication to the center’s mission and guaranteed the survival of an institution that had provided 
for them.  
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In June 1977, the City of Chicago selected the SSCAC from fifty-four arts and cultural 
organizations to participate in a special project funded by the Comprehensive Employment and 
Training Act. The Act secured funds for Chicago’s Transitional Work Experience Program. 
Funded by the Mayor’s Office of Manpower and administered by the Department of Personnel, 
the program was designed to provide not-for-profit agencies with needed additional employees 
and at the same time increase the level of social and cultural services available to Chicago 
residents. The project entitled “A Drive Called King” commenced on June 1. The city funded 
five CETA artist-teacher positions to produce a tribute to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr in Paintings, 
Graphics, and Photography. The program also provided a budget for administrative personnel 
and materials.342 
The city’s arts advocacy recalled elements of the WPA program. The magnitude of the 
center’s mission had not matched the bank balance for years, and the board and staff graciously 
welcomed the city’s support. That same year, the city dispatched the Council of Fine Arts to 
survey nonprofit cultural organizations for information on their specific nature, scope, economic 
impact, and needs.343 Funding sources, planning organization, and individuals who sought to 
expand the general level of cultural activities needed this information to determine the best plan 
of action.  
Although CETA accounted for a large portion of that year’s income, donations, the 
annual art auction, and raffle income enabled the center to better present and promote its artists. 
In the president’s annual report, Dr. Kimbrough remarked, “I’m sure you’ll wonder how we did 
so much with so little.”344 The board president only had to review the development efforts of the 
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fundraising committee, the contributions of countless parties, and the support of the local and 
state government to account for the survival of the center that year. The center continued to 
solicit the support of community members and corporations and promote programs and 
exhibitions with the support of local councilmen. Nipson expressed his gratitude to Byron Minor 
and the staff of District 22 for use of copying facilities in doing the Art Center’s mailing labels: 
“Your generosity has lightened the workload and extended our finances.”345  
Internally, the SSCAC continued to devise ways to restructure its funding base. On 
February 26, 1978, Kimbrough presented a list of recommendations to the board in his annual 
report:  
1) creation of an Advisory Board composed of distinguished citizens from 
business and industry the professions; academia; the social and civic community 
as well as government and philanthropic organizations who could help us 
mobilize needed forces by use of their special contracts and expertise in 
organization, fundraising, grant proposals knowledge and public relations,  
2) the creation of a grant proposal committee to study the various programs for 
which the SSCAC could qualify and make recommendations and a budget 
committee to propose a budget geared to program objectives of the SSCAC,  
3) continue to monitor and benefit from CETA program expansion as it had 
recently announced intentions of hiring 284 visual, performing and literary artists 
with a $3.6 million dollar budget, and  
4) explore untapped reservoirs of people who could enjoy the SSCAC programs 
with special regard to our senior citizens.346  
 
Kimbrough was a dentist by profession. He demonstrated an impressive level of leadership and 
understanding of stewardship for a cultural institution with his suggestions. His dedication to the 
SSCAC was vital to its survival and exponential growth.  
Black Art Has “Arrived”: WPA Retrospect, Burglary, and New Leadership at the South Side 
Community Art Center, 1978-1980 
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In 1978, the SSCAC’s artists and board demonstrated an unprecedented level of vigor for 
the production and promotion of African American art. “A Drive Called King” concluded on 
May 31. Kimbrough provided a summary of the project in the annual report: “It has produced 
about 100 work prints and 8 other large paintings. The highlight of the project is a 4 x 32 foot, 
four-panel mural produced by six students under the able direction of famed muralist, Bill 
Walker.”347 In March, the Chicago Library Cultural Center exhibited a selection of these works, 
as well as others from various citywide CETA projects.  
The center also played a vital role in the organization and assembly of “New 
York/Chicago: WPA and the Black Artists.” Several pieces from the Art Center’s permanent 
collection were sent to the Studio Museum of Harlem to join works produced by New York’s 
WPA alumni. On March 21, 1978, the exhibition opened in Chicago at the SSCAC with the 
support of the Chicago Fine Art Council and the Chicago Public Library Cultural Center. The 
survey rivaled the impressive body of work presented at the 1940 Negro Exposition. This 
exhibition triggered memories of yesteryear for artists like Margaret Burroughs while providing 
inspiration for the new generation of artists learning, teaching, and exhibiting at the center.  
 Seminars bridged the gap between these generations as patrons and artists gathered at the 
center to hear a range of topics that fulfilled various aspects of the center’s mission. Wilbur 
Tuggle’s discussion, “Collecting African Art,” advocated the culture of patronage.  Lectures like 
“The Works of Archibald Motley and the Late Marion Perkins” and “Black Women as 
Photographic Subjects and as Working Photographers” undoubtedly prompted lively 
conversations and reflections on these artists’ place in art history and kept legacies alive.348 
Eselean Henderson’s “Demonstration of Ceramic Technique on the Shimpo Potters Wheel” and 
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a “Demonstration of the Art of Monoprinting” inspired young and amateur artists to explore a 
range of techniques and mediums.349  
 The art center was unique in its capacity to advocate observation and the acquisition of 
history and biography and then encourage production in the same building. Unlike a traditional 
museum, students could view the works of Charles White in the main gallery and then register 
for classes to learn the technique the artist employed. Kimbrough was especially moved by adult 
enrollment and participation: “To see an adult who has worked all day at his main occupation 
charged up in the evening art classes where he’s trying to increase his understanding and perfect 
his execution of basic and advanced techniques in drawing and painting is no less heart-warming 
than what you experience while watching the children.”350 Eselean Henderson’s ceramics classes 
continued to be a favorite among both children and adults. Kimbrough attributed their popularity 
to “the superior teaching talents of their instructor whose credits and awards in ceramics are both 
numerous and outstanding.”351  The SSCAC had established a reputation for quality art 
instruction by retaining highly trained teachers.  
 This full and comprehensive schedule of art instruction, history and appreciation, and 
internal and external exhibitions may have resulted in some unwanted attention. The Chicago 
Defender released initial reports of an overnight burglary at the SSCAC on April 25, 1978. The 
estimated value of the eighteen works stolen was well into the thousands. The Defender relayed 
that the culprits were selective; a bas-relief sculpture of Dr. King, a linocut by Charles White, 
Barbara Jones’ Black Men We Need You (c. 1971), and Jeff Donaldson’s Ala Shango (1969) 
were among the items removed from the center. The report conjectured that the theft was 
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probably the result of publicity the center received from the WPA exhibition at the public 
library.352 
The monetary loss was tragic but the aesthetic valuation and historical significance of the 
stolen pieces was irreplaceable. In May, Herbert Nipson and Robert Kimbrough explained the 
magnitude of the robbery to Chicago Sun-Times correspondent Marcia Kramer. Nipson 
lamented, “They have a symbolic worth that’s hard to put a figure on.”353 The center offered a 
$500 reward to anyone providing information leading to recovery. Robert Kimbrough expounded 
on Nipson’s assessment, “These paintings illustrated in magnificent and meticulous elegances 
some of the dreams, disappointments and successes of black Americans in various stages of their 
struggle or personal and racial justice.”354  Kramer’s article ended on a hopeful note; she offered 
the paintings would be difficult to sell because they were easily recognizable. 
Despite the monumental loss, the board used the burglary to comment on the state of 
African American art.  In a statement released to the press by the SSCAC shortly after the theft, 
the tone was relieved and somewhat celebratory.  After all, this was the center’s first robbery in 
thirty-eight years of existence. The attention, despite its criminal nature, indicated “black art has 
‘arrived’” at a level of higher and more widespread importance.”355 Eventually, a series of 
anonymous tips and mysterious phone calls led to the discovery of ten of the works in alleys and 
basements in abandoned buildings within blocks of the Center.356 Additional break-ins occurred 
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in July and August resulting in less significant losses. The Board of Directors responded by 
raising additional funds to increase security at the Center.357 
The annual art auction in May undoubtedly drew the attention of many Chicagoans 
sympathetic to the SSCAC’s recent misfortunes and more aware of the center’s worth because of 
the burglary’s press coverage. According to the treasurer’s annual report, the 1978 auction 
brought in $5,674.00, one of the two most profitable ventures that year. The “Masquerade – 
disco” netted the center an additional $5,219.00.358 The staff remained resilient and daily 
operations continued under the direction of Howard Seals and Robert Kimbrough who continued 
to steer the board. Kimbrough projected proprietary responsibility inward. He challenged each 
board member to “introduce a new friend to the SSCAC on a regular basis.”359  In this simple 
directive, Kimbrough reminded the board that grassroots efforts were not entirely ineffective.  
The president outlined a clear plan to push the center to its maximum potential that incorporated 
a recognition of external support but acknowledged strength, conviction, and unity as the 
foundation of the South Side Community Art Center.  
  Kimbrough outlined a plan for the board to secure federal and corporate funding for the 
center’s programs and activities in 1978 and Randson C. Boykin would be instrumental in 
carrying out those directives. Varying historical accounts record divergent arrival dates for 
Boykin but all attest to his vision for the SSCAC as it approached its fortieth anniversary.  The 
native Chicagoan was adamant about solidifying the center’s reputation as a haven of culture.  
In one of several profiles written about the new executive director, Boykin commented, 
“As director of the SSCAC, I will be able to articulate my philosophies on aesthetics and art and 
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will endeavor to blend poetry, song, dance, music, film, and other visuals in order to make the 
Center a place where people might enjoy their culture.”360 As the youngest member of the 
Organization of Black American Culture Writer's Workshop, Boykin was deeply immersed in 
Chicago’s black cultural landscape early in his life. A recent SUNY Buffalo doctoral graduate 
and former National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) staffer, Boykin brought both an academic 
and personal command of culture, as well as much needed insight into the acquisition of federal 
and corporate funding to his new position. 
 Boykin was officially recognized as the new executive director at a public reception in 
February, 1980. The SSCAC announced the soirée on the February calendar of events that 
accompanied an invitation to a joint exhibition of new works by Margaret Burroughs and her 
student Jennie Washington. This calendar also included a meeting of the OBAC Writer’s 
Workshop, a potluck dinner for Chicago’s black artists with a public forum on “New Dimensions 
in the Eighties for the SSCAC,” and a poetry reading by Angela Jackson (winner of a 1970 
Illinois Art Council literacy award and a 1979 NEA literary award).361 Poetry readings and 
classes had been celebrated art forms at the SSCAC since the beginnning. Gwendolyn Brooks, 
recipient of the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1950, was an active member of the center’s poetry 
workshops, under the direction of Inez Cunningham Stark, as early as 1941.362 
While Brooks honed her craft, her close friend Margaret Burroughs explored the art of 
printmaking. Curator Leslie King-Hammond noted Burroughs was “one of the few women 
known to have experimented with processes.”363 King-Hammond credited community art centers 
like the SSCAC for providing many artists with their first opportunities to experiment with 
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printmaking and also a space to exhibit.  In a nod to yesteryear, “Black Printmakers in Chicago,” 
featuring seventeen artists, opened on March 16, 1980. The exhibition’s flyer, designed by 
participating artist Shirley Sullivan, features a sketch of an upright tube of ink spilling out to the 
bottom right of the page (Fig. 34). The spill alludes to the printmaking technique, as the ink 
becomes a textured stream of parallel lines and geometric shapes.  
Boykin made good on his promise “to blend poetry, song, dance, music, film, and other 
visuals” at the SSCAC. The Gallery Ensemble featuring Bobby Miller (drums), Paul Fenner 
(saxophone), Ronald Turner (trumpet), Tyler Mitchell (bass), and Calvin Jones (ju-ju) provided 
entertainment at the reception. This group would continue offering performances to raise money 
for the Center.364 On April 13, the Gallery Ensemble returned to the SSCAC. The flyer features a 
photograph of the ensemble, captioned by “playing their great music (Fig. 35).”  Admission was 
$3.00 and all proceeds benefitted SSCAC programs.  
Funded by the Chicago Council on Fine Arts, programming for “Black Printmakers in 
Chicago” included two free lectures on printmaking by exhibition contributors Ralph Arnold and 
Dorothy Higginson. The calendar does not reflect the availability of printmaking classes but the 
exhibition was so popular that the SSCAC extended it through the end of April with additional 
lectures by Adjoa Jackson (“Printmaking in Africa”) and Sylvester Britton (“Mono-
Printmaking”). A ten-week black and white photography class, taught by Ralph Jenkins, a public 
art workshop by Bill Walker, and Saturday morning art classes in basic painting and drawing for 
children, ages eight to twelve, rounded out that spring’s offerings.  
While admission to the children’s classes and Walker’s workshop on “composition, 
color, and design relating to architectural structure for mural painting” was free, students 
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enrolled in the photography course paid $50 (10% off for SSCAC members).365 The institution 
had cultivated and promoted the creative endeavors of so many and, with the support of members 
and art students, showed no signs of wavering from its mission. 
 In April, the WPA era received another nod, this time from the White House.  On April 2, 
1980, President Carter honored ten African American artists for “expressing their protests 
against discrimination with their paintings, sculptures and sketches, murals, illustrations before 
the protesters hit the streets and long before there was any legislative and judicial action.”366  The 
Chicago Sun-Times reported Burroughs attended the ceremony and represented Archibald 
Motley, Jr. and Hale Woodruff, the other two artist honorees living in Chicago at the time. 
Sculptor Richmond Barthé, painter and graphic artist Ernest Crichlow, and painters Lois Mailou 
Jones and James L. Wells also attended the ceremony. Romare Bearden and Jacob Lawrence 
(both absent), as well as the late Charles White, rounded out the honorees. The reception was 
part of the annual gathering of the National Conference of Artists, a support organization 
founded at Atlanta University in 1958, at the suggestion of Margaret Burroughs. 
  The President’s recognition of these artists was a crowning moment of achievement, 
pride, and celebration for the African American cultural community. The ceremony honored the 
educators, patrons, communities, and institutions that had given these artists years of unwavering 
support. Acknowledgment of their talents was a triumph for the Center. More than half of the 
honorees had taught at the center and almost all of them had exhibited in its galleries. The 
country was reminded of what the SSCAC extolled daily through programming and exhibitions – 
African American artists were treasures and their contributions transcended the visual arts to 
positively impact history.  
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 The White House ceremony invigorated SSCAC staff and administration and set the tone 
for the Center’s fortieth anniversary plans. With Boykin at the helm and a thriving exhibition and 
art class schedule, the South Side Community Center was poised to enter its fourth decade as a 
reputable vehicle for the promotion and production of African American art. The physical 
building, administration and staff, teachers, and artists had endured the tumultuous 1960s and 
1970s and prepared for the challenges the future would surely bring. 
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Chapter 5: “The Future is Longer than the Past”: The South Side Community Art Center, 
1980-1991 
 
The election of President Ronald Reagan in 1980 redefined pursuit of the American 
dream as his administration’s fiscal policies widened economic disparities and reduced social 
services, at a time when they were severely needed. These policies, known as Reaganomics, 
deeply impacted the South Side Community Art Center because they also limited funding to arts 
organizations. By 1980, its south side Chicago address was no longer part of a respectable 
neighborhood of middle-class families and black businesses on every corner. Frustrations were 
high because of rampant unemployment and abject poverty. The SSCAC struggled briefly before 
the community came together in celebration of art and culture to keep the center open for 
exhibitions and art classes.  
In this final chapter, I will conclude the narrative of the SSCAC’s persistence through its 
first fifty years. By 1991, the SSCAC had more than earned its reputation as a pillar of the 
Bronzeville community and a citadel of culture. Despite the decline of its host neighborhood and 
inconsistent funding, the SSCAC continued to cultivate several generations of artists and patrons 
at 3831 South Michigan Drive. I will evaluate the center’s ability to sustain art education, 
programming, and a regular exhibition schedule through a multitude of development efforts. As 
African American artists gained access to the mainstream institutions and audiences who 
historically shunned them, the SSCAC remained relevant because of its commitment to the 
provision of an inclusive space. I will provide an account of how the SSCAC continued to meet 
the needs of Chicago’s black cultural community. 
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The SSCAC Receives New Leadership, Seeks and Secures Major External Funding, and 
Celebrates Forty Years, 1980-1982 
 
By the 1980s, mass deindustrialization drastically changed the Chicago economy and 
demographical distribution. Long gone were the days of thriving economy and job security that 
triggered the massive migration of southern blacks to Chicago and other urban centers. Richard 
Longworth of the Chicago Tribune asserts, “The dignified life of work died in the mass 
deindustrialization of Chicago from the 1960s to the 1980s”367 and attributes the biggest blows in 
the South Side to the downsizing at and subsequent closures of U.S. Steel's South Works and 
Wisconsin Steel plants.368 Karl Lydersen explains these steel mills were “the lifeblood of the 
community. In its heyday, the U.S. Steel’s South Works plant employed 20,000 people and its 
blast furnaces lit up the sky.”369 When mills all over the Midwest struggled and failed to compete 
with overseas producers in the 1980s, South Works and Wisconsin Steel pulled out of the area.  
Longworth explains before the closures, descendants of the Great Migration were 
“confined by racism to the ghettos…[they] were mostly poor but not destitute. All had jobs, 
[and] lived in a world of paid work and intact families.”370 In the 1960s, the sharp rise in blue-
collar unemployment coincided with the end of legal residential segregation. The middle class 
migrated in large numbers to southern suburbs such as Chicago Heights, Riverdale, and 
Harvey371 and “the unskilled and uneducated stayed behind…caught in a vicious cycle of 
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generational unemployment, bad education, crime, poverty, poor health, broken homes.”372 The 
Reagan administration's attacks on social welfare programs worsened the problems plaguing the 
South Side. Maurice St. Pierre asserts that although Reaganomics stressed such well-known 
American values as hard work, thrift, independence, and freedom of choice, its major thrust 
affected the poor, among whom Blacks are disproportionately represented, more negatively than 
the rich.373 
The SSCAC, like the neighborhood, was in crisis mode. Minutes from a meeting in 
September 1980 indicate the SSCAC had “many bills, no money.”374 Insurance was needed and 
the electric company wanted a deposit. However, with the support of volunteers and one full-
time staff member, exhibitions and art classes continued at the art center. Randson Boykin was 
expected to guide the SSCAC into its fortieth year but his vision for the center did not align with 
the board’s plan for the future. One initiative suggests the new director desired to improve upon 
what he considered ineffective fundraising knowledge and efforts. That February, Boykin 
welcomed Samuel A. Wright, a consultant from Media Associates. During a three-day site visit, 
Wright observed the center’s operations, board activities, and development procedures. His final 
report was valuable but exposed the organization’s internal and structural issues and conflicts.  
To Boykin’s credit, Wright commented “the center seems to have come alive with a new 
impetus for development,” but “the most pressing problem in furthering the development 
program was making the board understand its role in the process and Randson’s role in leading 
the effort on a managerial level while still charged to maintain current programs.”375 Wright 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
372 Longworth. 
373 For more information on Reagan’s fiscal policies and their impact on the black community, see Maurice A. St. 
Pierre, “Reaganomics and Its Implications for African-American Family Life,” Journal of Black Studies 21, no. 3 
(March 1991): 325-340.   
374 Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 27. 
375 Ibid. 
137 
	  
noted, “a change of board members was necessary [a process which had begun by the time the 
visit was made].” The board was in need of revitalization; it needed to be educated and 
mobilized to “activate certain sections of development efforts like local press and promotion.”376 
 The SSCAC was critically understaffed. The one part-time volunteer could not 
adequately support the executive director in successful program maintenance and development. 
The report urged the board to explore funding from the NEA Design Arts program and from the 
Illinois Art Council’s planning category that provided support for development and free funds 
for identifying and hiring assistance to help maintain the current programs. Wright also 
recommended that local college programs be tapped for operational assistance. When Wright 
suggested the SSCAC engage the services of a professional fundraiser experienced in private 
sector funding, the board scoffed. Mark Jones, a lawyer and board member at the time, remarked 
“We thought we were obligating ourselves to paying more than we could or than it was 
worth.”377  
 An external voice or an executive director had never accosted the board so aggressively.  
Historian James Graff praised Boykin for his initiative but ultimately, the “unfortunate effect was 
instead to alienate the board.”378 By July, Boykin’s dissatisfaction resounded throughout the 
center. On July 30, a volunteer and writer, Alfred Woods, wrote to Herbert Nipson regarding the 
executive director’s attitude. Woods questioned, “Has he performed as well for the center as he 
has asked the center to perform for him? His attitude toward the Board, the public, and artists of 
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the center has been overbearing, insulting and sometimes just plain impossible... I fear that 
through his action or inaction, his attitude, or lack of ability he will do harm to the Center.”379  
Woods’s claims were not unsubstantiated. The director’s demands were devoid of the 
selflessness the SSCAC had relied upon for so many years. In a letter to members of the 
executive committee, the executive director stated that he would not consider working for a 
salary less than $22,500.380 Boykin culled this figure from the Studio Museum of Harlem’s 
annual budget. Boykin offered two plans, one of which would limit the public’s access to the 
SSCAC’s galleries, “if there is no staff money, the art center should not be open to the public 
except for classes and gallery hours, 3-7 Monday through Friday, open during class hours only. 
Open on weekends it would have to be through a volunteer program of docents.”381 Additionally, 
Boykin wanted to limit his own presence at the SSCAC and suggested an answering service with 
call forwarding that could be linked to the executive director’s home phone. All business visits 
and tours would be by appointment only and solely for funding purposes.382 Neither of these 
suggestions enabled the SSCAC board to fulfill the center’s mission. Nevertheless, they believed 
they could not afford to retain Boykin and accepted his resignation on September 17, 1980.383 
 Alfred Woods, the executive director of the Illinois Library Association, was “looking for 
a position that would allow him the time to complete his novel.”384 When the board met late 
September 1980, they voted to hire Woods on a “token salary” of $100 a month.385 Ironically, 
Woods gave a poetry reading at the center months before he became executive director. The 
short biography, printed on the March calendar of events, listed highlights of Woods’s 
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professional experience. Prior to working with the Association, he was employed by the Chicago 
Public Library. At various times, he was an assistant curator of African American television 
production, branch librarian, and head of acquisitions. The new director had also taught Library 
Information Science at the University of Illinois, Champaign.386 
 The decision to hire Woods was just one of many pressing items on the agenda for that 
September meeting. The financial situation was dire and the Center was in debt.  The minutes 
revealed directors Boykin and Seals had not been compensated for their service. The board 
quickly devised a three-month plan organized around these priorities: bookkeeping; planning and 
development; and membership development and recruiting (especially young members). Woods 
was tasked with reaching out to current members; developing monthly, quarterly, and annual 
budgets; evaluating the cost of repairs to the building; and securing volunteers to work at the 
center.387 The long-term goals set forth by the board would surely strengthen the center’s 
infrastructure but the financial situation was too dire to wait three months. Dr. Burroughs 
suggested quick fundraising events such as a telethon, an art raffle, and a walk-a-thon.388 
Archives do not indicate the board moved forward on those ideas.   
The board met again on October 10 to review progress and consider more ideas.  A 
month later, the SSCAC classes were in trouble. While the CETA program continued to provide 
funding for certain art classes, other classes like photography and jewelry making were cancelled 
because the center could not purchase necessary materials.389 Funding from the Illinois Art 
Council was set to expire that December. Meeting minutes also indicate $2,300 a month was 
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necessary to maintain the budget to keep the center in the black. Major expenditures included 
salaries, employee benefits, and utilities.390 
At the September meeting, the board voted to move forward on two events that would 
provide temporary relief. On October 19, the SSCAC welcomed members and guests to a concert 
featuring singer Sasha Dalton and a buffet. A week later, the center hosted a mini auction. 
Fortunately, the SSCAC was the recent recipient of a $5,000 grant from the McCormick 
Foundation.391 The Foundation was established as a charitable trust in 1955, upon the death of 
Colonel Robert R. McCormick, the longtime editor and publisher of the Chicago Tribune.  
The McCormick grant was the result of concentrated efforts to secure private and 
corporate donations. Board president Kimbrough urged the leadership to aggressively seek 
external funding a year earlier. At the October meeting, board members reviewed “Corporate 
Giving in Chicago, 1980,” a study conducted by the Donors Forum of Chicago, an association of 
115 private and corporate foundations and giving programs, intended to provide a profile of 
corporate giving. The report revealed corporate contribution programs gave twice as much in 
civic grants and allocated four times more of their budgets to community development than 
foundations. Twenty-two corporations gave primarily to greater Chicago, two gave exclusively 
in the city, twenty disbursed funds throughout the nation, and seven gave internationally, usually 
reflecting geographic area of corporate operations.392 This report fueled the board’s efforts to 
seek external funding, but the proliferation of cultural and civic organizations provided stiff 
competition. 
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The SSCAC board amped up its fundraising efforts in anticipation of the center’s fortieth 
anniversary. 1981 was set to be a banner year for the community art center and organizers 
promised events and exhibitions to fully commemorate the anniversary.  “Years of Struggle, 
Growth, and Survival – Works from the Permanent Collection, 1940 to 1980,” an exhibition of 
painting, prints, drawing, and sculpture, was a fitting tribute to many of artists who had been 
instrumental in establishing and maintaining the SSCAC. Promotional materials for the show 
feature no images with the exception of a geometric design, signed illegibly by the artist (Fig. 
36). A list of current board officers and members accompanied the short essay crediting gifts 
from public and private donors and artists with the creation and growth of the center’s permanent 
collection.  
The reception doubled as a fundraising event as patrons were invited to attend a concert 
by jazz saxophonist Ernest “Khabeer” Dawkins for a donation of $3.00.393 The SSCAC 
continued to couple visual art with music to raise money through May with “Fiber Works.” After 
viewing works by artists Venus Blue, Carylin Tyson, Jim Smoote, and Mary Young, guests 
could donate $3.00 to enjoy a concert by pianist Clovis Bordeaux.394 These two shows set the 
tone for the anniversary year.  The first exhibition was a nod to the generation of artists who had 
laid the foundation for the SSCAC and maintained the space from its infancy. The fiber arts 
show demonstrated the SSCAC’s commitment to showcasing Chicago’s contemporary black 
artists and a variety of media.  
Every event that year was designed both to educate the community about the center’s rich 
cultural heritage and raise money to ensure its survival and ability to provide exhibition space 
and art classes. On June 17, 1981, the SSCAC board welcomed members and guests to the 
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Chicago Marriott Hotel for the fortieth anniversary dinner, hosted by comedian and actor, Bill 
Cosby. Guests were also invited to bid on works by the foremost African American artists. 
Jerusalem Street Scene (c. 1895) by Henry Ossawa Tanner and an untitled oil piece by Archibald 
Motley, Jr. were the highest valued items with minimum bids set at $14,000 and $13,500, 
respectively. Other items of note include Charles White’s last lithograph Sound of Silence 
(1978), two photographs by James Van Der Zee, and The Train by “one of the top Black artists 
in the world today,”395 Romare Bearden (see catalogue item #9 in Fig. 37). SSCAC alumni and 
teaching artists were well represented. Works by Charles Sebree, Geraldine McCullough, and 
Gordon Parks were also up for auction (see a page from the catalogue in Fig. 38).  These pieces 
were lamentably undervalued at less than $1,000 each but organizers admitted that every piece 
was worth much more than the stated minimum bid.  
Guests could also bid to win experiences such as a two-hour lecture on traditional African 
art by Wilbur Tuggle, one of Chicago’s “most astute collectors,”396 complete with a private 
viewing of pieces from his collection. Tuggle also contributed a West African Bambara (also 
known as Bamana) female figure to the auction.  The auction catalogue contained one of the 
most aesthetically and financially rich collections of African American art and experiences ever. 
The auction catalogue’s cover essay concludes with intention and purpose, “It is time now that 
quality works of Black artists be given the broad exposure that they deserve.”397 An auction of 
this magnitude raised cultural awareness and much-needed funds for the SSCAC. The 1981 
Statement of Cash Receipts, Disbursements, and Cash Balance reflects an income of $71,215.08 
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from the year’s fundraising efforts.398 The success of the dinner and silent auction enabled the 
center to invest $20,000 in savings.399 The high profile events were also public relations 
successes for the center. Bill Cosby’s presence garnered wide pre- and post-event coverage in the 
media, both print and television.  
Fortieth anniversary events were very successful and enabled the SSCAC to circumvent 
immediate effects of Reaganomics on federal funding. In 1981, the Reagan administration 
reduced funding to the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). Livingston Biddle, who was 
chairman of the endowment at the time, explains that after scrapping plans to eliminate the NEA 
completely because a special task force on the arts and humanities discovered ''the needs 
involved and the benefits of past assistance,'' the administration intended to cut the budget by 
fifty percent.400 Fortunately, Representative Sidney Yates, the Chicago Democrat and chairman 
of the House subcommittee that oversaw the endowment's annual budget, lobbied and was 
guaranteed the endowment would only undergo a six percent cutback.401 The SSCAC would 
continue to pursue federal funding but not with desperation.  
More high profile activities rounded out the fortieth anniversary celebrations that year. 
That July, the SSCAC hosted several events for Black Theatre Week 1981. Woods reported that 
the festival, featuring black artists and supporters rededicating themselves to the continuance of 
quality art in the black community, was a “huge success.”402 In September, the center welcomed 
back Gordon Parks for a book signing. The acclaimed photographer and filmmaker, who had 
received his first photography lessons in the SSCAC dark room, was also a novelist. In an 
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undated photo (circa September 1981), Parks signs a copy of his newest fiction book, Shannon 
(Fig. 39). Amidst the excitement of special guests and successful events, the SSCAC welcomed 
the addition of an intern. During her tenure at the SSCAC, Columbia College student Etta Marie 
Webb was tasked with audience development, especially youth.403  
1981 was an exceptional year for the SSCAC. However, the accomplishments and 
happenings of 1982 surpassed the prior year’s successes. Woods’ annual report to the board was 
brimming with good news. A show of works by renowned artists Romare Bearden and Jacob 
Lawrence was one of many well-attended exhibitions. New board president, Mack Tanner, 
reported that the Bearden/ Lawrence exhibition was the “top esthetic show in the city.”404 After 
the success of the fortieth anniversary dinner and silent auction, the SSCAC basked in coverage 
of exhibitions and events through local and national media outlets. Students enjoyed art classes 
in acrylic painting, photography, and drawing over three sessions. Summer session students 
completed programs in ceramics and fiber arts and contributed to the upkeep of the building by 
painting two studios and refinishing the floor of the Main gallery.405 This maintenance and 
renovation project enabled the center to continue to serve the needs of the community as a 
meeting space. In 1982, the SSCAC was host to the Howard University Alumni Association, the 
National Conference of Artists, the Association of Colleges of the Midwest, and the 
Organization of Black American Culture (OBAC).406 
Fundraising in 1982 was unprecedented. The Center received a grant from the National 
Endowment Association in the amount of $14,500.00 to support gallery activities and an 
additional $4,375.00 from the Illinois Arts Council for audience development and the 
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conservation of the permanent collection.407 Woods reported that he sent fifty-six proposals to 
the Chicago Community Trust, Beatrice Foods, and the Joyce Foundation soliciting 
administrative support for the Center over a three-year period.408 At the time of the report, 
Woods recorded the SSCAC had received grants from foundations, corporations, and trusts such 
as the Playboy Foundation, the Borg Warner Foundation, AMOCO, and Illinois Bell and 
donations from members totaling almost $20,000.409 These funds enabled the center to hire a 
full-time program director and several part-time clerical and custodial positions. 
That year’s landmark fundraiser, Vivé 81, a series of events celebrating the 81st birthday 
and contributions of longtime center supporter Etta Moten Barnett, was extremely lucrative for 
the SSCAC. Barnett was the first black woman to sing at the White House (1933) and she is also 
celebrated as the inspiration for George Gershwin’s storied Bess role in the opera Porgy and 
Bess (1935). She premiered the role on Broadway with Todd Duncan as Porgy.410 Barnett and 
her late husband, Claude Barnett, founder and former director of the Associated Negro Press, 
were highly decorated, well-traveled, and mainstays of Chicago’s black high society. Barnett had 
served the SSCAC in many roles since its inception. Most notably, she produced the first Artists’ 
& Models’ Ball in 1941. The word vivé is an adaptation of “vivre” – the French verb “to live.” 
The Vivé 81 celebration honored a woman who was living life fully while supporting 
organizations such as the SSCAC through her philanthropic and volunteer efforts.  
The SSCAC engaged the general public and Chicago’s elite with two major events. 
People flocked to the SSCAC for a buffet dinner and community celebration. The program 
featured a film screening, remarks from the honoree, and a reading of “Etta Moten’s Attic,” a 
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tribute poem by historian Margaret Danner.  Printed inside the program, the words and image 
pay homage to Barnett as an avid collector of African art and a world traveler. Robert Glover 
designed the layout only using the color red. Glover’s drawing of African masks and carvings 
boldly accentuates Danner’s tribute (Fig. 40).  
On Sunday, October 31, 1982, Vivé 81 celebrations culminated with a black-tie optional 
birthday party for Barnett at the Art Institute of Chicago’s Stock Exchange Trading Room. 
Guests were invited to arrive early for a pre-dinner reception and “viewing of primitive art.” All 
proceeds from the celebration went to programs at the SSCAC. The lavish invitation featured an 
abridged biography, a photograph of the honoree by James Van Der Zee (Fig. 41), and a 
“committee of 81.” Expense reports for the event record $6,149 was spent on the invitation 
alone. However, the event netted the SSCAC $16,199.07, a more than forty percent return on 
$37,636.67 in ticket sales. 411 
Woods reported the financial successes of 1982 with guarded joy. He stressed to the 
board that the Center needed to broaden its approach to fundraising and brainstorm for the future 
of the SSCAC. Woods reminded the board “the future is longer than the past”412 and urged the 
leadership to appoint a planning committee to consider the Center’s immediate and long-term 
goals. The finance committee had already begun the process of ensuring the stability and 
effectiveness of the SSCAC’s accounting with a computerized monthly and financial report, 
spearheaded by William Loving.413 Woods looked to the future and suggested several initiatives 
to frame the conversation about the SSCAC’s future. The executive director wanted the 
leadership and staff to move past the concept of surviving and focus on improved management, 
cultivating relationships, and continuous growth of the Center. Woods wrote, “At this point in 
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the history of the Center, just to ‘manage to survive’ will only handicap for the future. We must 
plan to manage for growth.”414 
The SSCAC Celebrates Founding Artists and Cultivates a New Generation of Patrons, 1983-
1986 
 
In 1983, Harold Washington was elected the first black mayor of Chicago. Reeling from 
the effects of deindustrialization in the 1970s, the Reagan administration's attacks on social 
welfare programs in the early 1980s, and decades of documented neglect from the Chicago 
political machine, black Chicago’s political activism reignited in Washington's mayoral 
campaign.415 As the black community celebrated this historic milestone, the SSCAC was 
celebrating its own pioneers. Fortieth anniversary events and Vivé 81 served as reminders that 
the group of young adults who had organized to build and maintain what had become the 
SSCAC were aging. Administration and staff organized exhibitions and events to honor founding 
artists.  
On May 29, 1983, the SSCAC invited the community to celebrate William S. Carter 
(1909-1996), one of the center’s first teaching artists, at the opening reception for a retrospective 
exhibition. The invitation featured a photo of the artist by Harvey Brunner and the artist’s 
statement. Carter’s Let’s Talk it Over (1983), an oil on board piece, graced the exterior of the 
invitation (Fig. 42). The composition of three men dressed in tunics and turbans, tightly framed 
by brick architecture and trees, featured the artist’s favorite subjects, nature and figures. Keeping 
with the SSCAC’S tradition of promoting emerging artists with more established artists, the 
invitation also informed patrons that a solo photography exhibition by Madonna Perkins was on 
view in the second floor gallery. 
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Programming and art classes at the SSCAC also continued to thrive and flourish under 
the direction of Alfred Woods. In 1984, the inaugural issue of “Center Piece,” the quarterly 
newsletter of the SSCAC, highlighted new initiatives spearheaded by Woods and staff designed 
to promote and support programs. Center Circle, a new auxiliary group composed of artists and 
any other interested members, met in November 1983 and devised a list of ideas that included 
“working with other arts organizations, recruitment of students from elementary school through 
college, and outreach presentations to schools and business.” The newsletter also featured an 
interview with Woods. Editor Carole Parks asked the executive director about the special 
relationship that existed between the Center and the Community and what the SSCAC could 
offer a black art student that a “so-called ‘establishment’ institution” could not. Woods 
responded: 
Caring. It’s very simple: when a person feels you care about them or about things, 
that are above and beyond the call of duty - the reason why we exist is for art 
reasons, but also because we care enough about our community, about the young 
people and the artists to want to have a professional run place like the Center.416 
 
Woods also shared with Parks his vision for the SSCAC and some physical and internal changes 
he wanted to implement to make the place more conducive to art production and exhibition.  
 The executive director was especially concerned with the recruitment and retention of 
children for art classes. On March 28, 1984, Judy Colp of The Herald reported that Woods had 
approached ten to fifteen schools in the area to send students interested in art to the center. 
Madison Elementary had been the only school to respond. A group of teachers donated $200 to 
sponsor tuition for twenty-five students. Colp profiled one of those students, Derrick, age 13, 
who aspired to be a courtroom artist.417 Woods stressed that the SSCAC was the only institution 
dedicated to providing art education in the black community. Woods’ efforts were finally 
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rewarded. On September 14, Woods received a letter from Ruth B. Lowe, general superintendent 
of Chicago Public Schools, who acknowledged receipt of the SSCAC’s fall class schedule. Lowe 
informed Woods she was inserting the notice in the General Bulletin, a weekly correspondence 
sent to each school.418  
With the generous support of the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Illinois 
Arts Council, the Chicago Council of Fine Arts, and other private and corporate donors, art 
classes were a mainstay on the SSCAC schedule. The slate for fall 1984 included an eight-week 
session of art classes for children and young adults in ceramics, drawing, and photography.419 
Students unable to pay class and material fees could apply for scholarships funded by perennial 
fundraisers such as the annual auction. Membership drives were also crucial to the continuation 
of classes and programs at the center. The  “Secret Society” campaign of 1984 garnered 728 new 
members and $17,685 for the SSCAC.420 The SSCAC offered tiers with graduated incentives to 
every type of patron, from students to corporations.  
Art courses filled the classrooms with eager students while the galleries continued to 
provide professional artists opportunities to share their talents with the Chicago art community. 
The exhibition calendar of 1984-1985 reflected a continuance of SSCAC tradition to celebrate 
the past while providing outlets for contemporary artists as well. The October/November 
photography invitational of 1984 also featured a historical lecture “Images of the Blacks in 
Western Art” by James Brunson and a showcase of “Seven Black Contemporary Visual Artists 
in Chicago” by Robert Dilworth. The “Who Series” enabled four emerging artists to share their 
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works and creative philosophies with the community. The lectures were funded in part by the 
Illinois Art Council and the National Endowment for the Arts.421  
These presentations were timely. While the SSCAC had always purported the 
significance and worth of African American art, recognition reached new heights with the debut 
of The Cosby Show. On September 20, 1984, the American public met the Huxtables, 
obstetrician Cliff and his lawyer wife Claire, their daughters Sondra, Denise, Vanessa, Rudy, and 
son Theo. Many praised the show's portrayal of a successful, stable black family and applauded 
the sitcom for breaking racial stereotypes and showing another part of the African American 
experience.422 One common theme in the show was a celebration of African American art, 
music, and style. Stills from the set show artwork by Varnette P. Honeywood, Synthia Saint 
James, and Brenda Joysmith adorned the halls of the Cosby home (Fig. 43). An episode from 
Season 2 finds Claire and Cliff Huxtable at a fictitious Sotheby’s auction securing a painting by 
her great uncle Ellis that her grandmother once owned. The painting, by real life artist Ellis 
Wilson (1899-1977), was Funeral Procession (c. 1950s). At the end of the episode, Claire, 
played by actress Phylicia Rashad, paid $11,000 for the painting, brought it home and hung it 
over the family's living room mantle, where it would stay for the remainder of the eight-season 
series (Fig. 44).423 
Kamasi Hill penned an essay, “The Legacy of The Cosby Show and Black Art in 
America” explaining the influence that The Cosby Show had on the recognition of African 
American artists: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
421 Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 89. 
422 For more information on The Cosby Show’s role in breaking racial stereotypes, see Anson Ferguson, "The Cosby 
Show and Its Role in Breaking Stereotypes." M.A. thesis, Lehigh University, 2003. 
preserve.lehigh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1821&context=etd. 
423 "The Auction." The Cosby Show. Written by Gary Kott, directed by Jay Sandrich. New York, New York: 
National Broadcasting Company (16 January 1986), television. 
151 
	  
Not only did this episode place the spotlight on a relatively unknown black artist, it 
revealed that acquiring original art is not and should not be limited to white cultural 
elites, furthermore, it demonstrated the truth that various segments of the black 
community (particularly the black middle class) are and have been astute art consumers 
and black artists and their renditions should be taken seriously particularly when it comes 
to the issue of monetary value.424 
 
Hill asserts that while there is little formal data to suggest a direct correlation between The Cosby 
Show and the acquisition of black art by African Americans, it is clear that popular cultural 
venues like The Cosby Show increased the visibility of black artists and their works. Hill cited 
the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts (SPPA), a study conducted by the National 
Endowment for the Arts. Since 1982, the annual survey’s main component examined the trends 
of acquiring original art in the United States by racial categories. During the initial post-The 
Cosby Show years, 11% of African Americans reported having purchased original art.425  
Thelma Harris of Thelma Harris Art Gallery in Oakland, California noted, "When The 
Bill Cosby Show aired and [Bill Cosby] had all the artwork on the set, it brought all the African-
American artists into the forefront. People didn't know there was so much African-American 
work out there. They thought, 'I want my home to look like that. I want my home to reflect me 
and my culture.’”426 Private and corporate collections of African American art existed long 
before The Cosby Show. In 1982, the Carter G. Woodson Regional Library presented “an 
exhibition of works on paper by contemporary black American artists” from the collection of 
James “Daniel” T. Parker.427 The show featured thirty artists, including SSCAC alumni Richard 
Hunt, Charles Sebree, and William Carter. Parker’s mother, Annie Lee Parker, sparked Parker’s 
interest in art by taking him to thrift shops where she would purchase and restore various 
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heirlooms.428 Parker attended DuSable High School where he took classes with Margaret 
Burroughs. For Parker, a retired dean of students at Chicago’s Olive-Harvey College, amassing 
African American art was about more than wanting home décor to reflect or express his heritage. 
Parker explained, “When black people collect art, it's more than just collecting art—it's 
preserving the culture, because all artists paint a reflection of the time they are living in. So you 
are collecting part of the culture as well as the beauty of the art.”429  
The preservation of culture intersected with aesthetic appreciation daily at the SSCAC. 
SSCAC exhibitions such as “Black Artists in Private and Public Collections,”430 on view 
February 3 through March 17, 1985, served as education and guidance to new and seasoned 
collectors. Artists gained exposure from consistent exhibition history at reputable institutions and 
gallery sales drove the value of their work. Historically, black artists were not welcomed in white 
galleries and those that were experienced undervaluation or earned commissions far lower than 
white artists. Although artists in collections, such as those featured in the works on paper from 
the Parker collection exhibition, received public recognition, these shows were restricted to 
“special Black History Month”431 events. 
In Chicago, the SSCAC was the only venue committed to the constant promotion and 
exhibition of African American artists, especially local and contemporary artists. More 
importantly, from inception, the SSCAC had been both an exhibition space and place of 
business. The center was a hybrid of museum and gallery in that artists received commission 
from any work(s) sold from an exhibition. The administration worked with the artists to set 
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prices. The SSCAC can be credited easily with birthing the contemporary black-owned art 
gallery. It certainly inspired and spawned Susan Woodson’s foray into cultural enterprise. 
Woodson, an arts advocate and socialite, had been affiliated with the SSCAC in various 
capacities since the 1960s. Upon her retirement from Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union in 
1985, the SSCAC board member sold art out of her Hyde Park condo. Woodson recalls selling 
her first piece of art: 
As a board member at the South Side Community Art Center, she had heard about 
a widow in Oak Park who was having trouble selling her husband's collection of 
art. Woodson paid the woman a visit and was excited when she saw the work by 
Sebree and Carter. "I said, 'Bring it to my house, and I'll open up one of the rooms 
and sell it.' And so I took it into the large room--which was the bedroom--put it up 
against the walls, and people came in and they started buying it. All the money 
coming in went to the art center." Slowly she began selling work from other 
collections, but she still didn't consider herself a gallery owner. "And then I sold a 
Charles White, and the commission was $1,000. I gave it to the South Side 
Community Art Center. 432 
 
Woodson and the SSCAC provided Chicago artists with opportunities to exhibit and profit from 
their creative talents and subsequently influenced patron taste and collector choice through the 
presentation of a variety of media and a balance of established and emerging artists. 
The SSCAC was extremely vital to local and contemporary artists as mainstream 
institutions exhibited and collected the old masters while African American museums, such as 
the Studio Museum of Harlem, courted nationally known artists. The exhibition histories of the 
Chicago’s two largest museums, the Art Institute of Chicago and the Museum of Contemporary 
Art Chicago (MCA), were not representative of the city’s racial diversity. The Art Institute’s 
galleries continued to be devoid of exhibitions by black artists.433 The art presented at the MCA 
in the 1980s was what curator Lynn Warren considered “…sharply focused. Painting—done 
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largely by men such as Gerhard Richter, Julian Schnabel, David Salle—and “pictures” 
(photographs)—done mostly by women such as Cindy Sherman and Barbara Kruger—
dominated the exhibition schedule.” 434 The mission of the MCA Chicago was “to be an 
innovative and compelling center of contemporary art where the public can directly experience 
the work and ideas of living artists, and understand the historical, social, and cultural context of 
the art of our time.”435 White living artists dominated the exhibition schedule.  
The SSCAC consistently attempted to provide solutions to make up for the lack of 
creative opportunities available to Bronzeville’s youth in the schools. Children attending public 
schools in the 1980s did not enjoy the fabled art studios and classically trained art teachers of the 
Englewood High School that cultivated the talents of young Margaret Burroughs and friends. 
Chicago’s black parents had long struggled with racial disparities in the public school system. 
The declining neighborhood exacerbated south side parents’ woes. By 1960, south side Chicago 
became a densely populated ghetto neighborhood and racial segregation was high. Educational 
institutions in these areas were overcrowded and some ran on double shifts, with children 
attending for just half a day.436 Schools in these neighborhoods often fell into disrepair. 
Resources and instructors for art classes were limited, or much worse, absent. Art education was 
not a priority.  
The SSCAC enabled budding, young black artists to explore a variety of techniques and 
processes. As a community art center, it functioned as a multipurpose facility. The SSCAC had 
the second floor gallery for smaller shows often featuring emerging artists or work created by 
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students in the center’s classrooms. In May 1985, Woods reported the Center had been selected 
as a site for the Mayor’s Office of Employment and Training program. Eleven students would 
receive “training in the arts for which they will be paid $3.35 an hour.”437 Woods also had 
negotiated the development of an internship program with nearby Columbia College to bring in a 
student to serve as program director.438  
This report would be one of the last from Woods. In 1986, he resigned to join Cousins 
and Associates as a consultant and fine arts representative.439 Before his departure, Woods 
submitted a letter he had received recently from Carol Adams, director for Loyola University’s 
African-American studies program and freelance art consultant. After meeting with Woods 
twice, Adams outlined a plan to revitalize the SSCAC for long-term survival. Her outline 
included board and staff development, facilities rehabilitation, and development and long-range 
planning. Adams offered support in the “identification of technical assistance monies and rehab 
resources, methods to secure much-needed staff, and the identification of prospective board 
members”440 at a discounted rate.  
Although Woods’s departure appears to have been mutually amicable, history had shown 
that outside consultants had not been well received by the board. Randson Boykin had not fared 
well just five years prior. No archival record indicates the retention of Adams. Woods continued 
to provide support for traditional fundraising efforts. Notes from a meeting held on April 24, 
1985 mention the annual auction and its anticipated gross income of between $5,000 and 
$7,000.441 That year’s auction, chaired by Herbert Nipson, was held at Sauer’s Restaurant on 
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May 26, 1985. The minutes also contained good news about the physical building. Money for 
major repairs and renovation (gas conversion, electrical rewiring, and/or roofing repairs) would 
come in the form of a Community Development Block Grant of $49,000.442 Woods had not 
received official confirmation but the announcement was a celebratory topic of discussion. 
On June 24, 1986, the SSCAC released the exhibition schedule for September 1986 
through June 1987. The line-up included an invitational, an African art exhibition and sale by “a 
photographer who has been to Africa,” the annual Holiday/Kwanzaa sale and show, and solo 
shows featuring Clifford Lee (painting), Ralph Jenkins (photography), and Geraldine 
McCullough (sculpture).443 January 1987 was reserved for a “lecture series on the arts.” The 
exhibition schedule promised ten months of compelling shows featuring a variety of media. 
However, these exhibitions would rotate through the galleries without Woods’ supervision as the 
letterhead indicates that Kai El Zabar had been named the acting executive director.444 El Zabar, 
Northwestern graduate and former Chicago Defender staffer, was no stranger to the center as her 
brother, jazz artist Kahlil El Zabar, had performed several times at various fundraising concerts. 
New Renaissance: The SSCAC Installs and Supports Dynamic, New Leader, Introduces 
Sapphires and Crystals, and Prepares for Fiftieth Anniversary, 1987-1991  
 
The year 1987 was a crucial turning point for the SSCAC. Donald Baker reported on a 
board torn between relocation and redevelopment. The neighborhood was no longer the stable 
middle-class place that birthed the community center. Lawyer and board member Mark Jones 
advocated relocation because “the neighborhood had seen its heyday. We need to be located in a 
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middle class black neighborhood that would have proprietary attitude towards the center.”445 
Jones suggested Chatham and South Shore. Herbert Nipson countered Jones with a plea to stay 
and expand. Nipson explained, “Sure it’s not too far from the projects, but it’s not too far from 
IIT (Illinois Institute of Technology) and other developments either. I’d like to see us buy the 
vacant lots next door and start an art school.”446 Nipson also implored fellow board members to 
consider the possibility of a building boom if the 1992 World’s Fair became a reality in Chicago. 
The former chairman pointed to the current redevelopment of inner city properties and the 
infusion of “Yuppies/Buppies” moving back from the suburbs.447 
Four years from the fiftieth anniversary and in need of a program and fundraising 
overhaul regardless of relocation or redevelopment, the board found in Florencia Arnold a leader 
ready to work. Arnold, founder of Chicago’s “Let it Be Known” cultural tours, had been a long-
time arts advocate and supporter of the SSCAC. Jet magazine acknowledged Arnold, “well 
known special market consultant and civic leader in the Chicagoland area,”448 as the first woman 
to hold the post of executive director at the community art center and included a headshot in the 
“People” section of the May 8 issue (Fig. 45). Minutes from an SSCAC board meeting indicate 
that the new director had been installed as early as February 5, 1987. The board tasked Arnold 
heavily and welcomed her immediate input. In a letter dated February 27, 1987, Constance 
Fullilove, clinical psychologist and corresponding secretary of the board, recommended six 
action items for the new director. First, Arnold was asked to “set a maintenance schedule for the 
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classrooms which are presently filled with items for storage.”449 The center was preparing for the 
commencement of spring art classes on April 1.  
The board gave Arnold full support and asked her to request “whatever assistance you 
need to do your job, whether it is staff, equipment, supplies, etc.”450 Three volunteers had been 
secured recently and were awaiting training to “conduct tours and take care of other duties at the 
Center”451 when the executive director was not present.  The volunteers would be important to 
operations, as Arnold would be absent often as head ambassador and spokesperson of the 
SSCAC. Funding sources - most notably, the NEA - had recently expressed an interest in 
meeting with the board and the new executive director was responsible for scheduling and 
facilitating those conversations. Arnold met with representatives from the MacArthur Foundation 
and Fullilove promised to share her report with the board. Although the SSCAC had been a 
recipient of the foundation’s grant program in the past, the community art center was “unlikely to 
secure any foundation monies in the future” because “the SSCAC holds a reputation of being 
defunct.”452 Programs were not well attended and the center received little support from the 
community.  
In light of the SSCAC’s questionable status in funding circles, Arnold’s most pressing 
task was to evaluate the efficiency of “all programs which have been in existence since the 
inception of the Center, indicate which programs are not, what your plans are to implement your 
own innovative programs (you have already done this) and ways of establishing new 
programs.”453 The board feared the inability to “secure foundation support that is needed for the 
development and livelihood of our center” unless “this image can be changed with innovative 
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programs, board commitment, and an overall management plan.”454 For the first time, a board 
member emerged as a vocal proponent of external assistance via private consultants. Fullilove 
urged Arnold to “suggest that the Board reviews all consultant reports on the SSCAC. 
Suggestions which are still viable should be implemented.”455  
Not surprisingly, development initiatives topped the board’s to-do list for Arnold. That 
January, expenditures surpassed revenues by more than $6,500.456 Gallery sales from the 
Kwanzaa and Burroughs shows netted $1,059 and $675, respectively.457 Jeri Richards of the 
membership committee reported fifty-eight new memberships had been received and the board 
approved $300 life memberships.458 Board members offered fundraising suggestions and devised 
a plan for marketing that year’s auction to include a live radio feed and the cross promotion of a 
lecture series on how to purchase art. Traditional events like the African art sale and the return of 
the annual Kwanzaa show in December were approved for addition to the year’s calendar.  Board 
members introduced social events and celebrity-chaired affairs with a boat ride on Lake 
Michigan and a Hall of Fame dinner “with Cosby as the MC.”459 
Larry, the building manager, informed the board that the center had lost the $49,000 
Community Development Block Grant because three required bids for contractors were not 
submitted.460 This was a huge blow to a building in need of massive structural repairs. The board 
voted to reapply for the funding and place an ad in the newspaper for contractors as to not miss 
out again. However, that grant would never be available to the SSCAC as Reagan cut the 
program, along with federal funding of public service jobs and job training. Peter Dreier, Dr. 
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E.P. Clapp Distinguished Professor of Politics and director of the Urban and Environmental 
Policy Department, at Occidental College notes, “Tenant groups, community development 
corporations and community organizations fought to limit the damage done by Reagan’s 
cutbacks.”461 The SSCAC would have to rely on homegrown efforts to rebuild the center’s 
reputation in efforts to attract corporate and private donors. 
Arnold responded to Fullilove’s letter on March 5, 1987. She provided a maintenance 
schedule, a list of class and office supplies, and her evaluation of the most viable programs.462 
The executive director selected Senior Citizens Arts and Crafts, Drawing and Painting, 
Ceramics, Photography, Mask Making, and Video Production but hesitated to provide a list of 
new and innovate programs. Instead, Arnold stressed that community support for established 
programs, not the creation of new programs, would be key in attracting funders. Arnold reported 
that the SSCAC was “on the road to success,”463 as indicated by increased attendance at center 
events and new memberships. The new director also offered a solution to combat rising 
operating costs. Arnold drafted a memo instituting a new fee schedule, effective March 1987, for 
use of the building for meetings and receptions, studio space, and the dark room.464  
Arnold’s bi-monthly update reveals the new executive director was dispatched 
immediately as chief ambassador for the SSCAC. She was present at almost twenty events at and 
away from the SSCAC in February 1987. Tours, meetings, receptions, and poetry readings 
allowed Arnold to interact with the center’s constituents and potential funders, while 
appearances at events such as the Du Sable Museum’s twenty-fifth anniversary and a black 
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history assembly at Pershing School were good for public relations and networking.465 
Everywhere she traveled, Arnold shared the SSCAC’s “New Renaissance” campaign.  Donald S. 
Baker profiled the SSCAC and its new initiative “dedicated to the rebirth of creative energy and 
positive programs.”466 Dr. Margaret Burroughs, Angela Jackson, and other “strong black role 
models who are living examples of the creative spirit nurtured by the SSCAC”467 would teach 
classes and offer lectures on their areas of expertise. Poetry readings and a monthly lecture and 
concert series rounded out the year of “New Renaissance” at the SSCAC. The neighborhood had 
experienced noticeable decline but the executive director, with the support of the board and 
volunteers, worked tirelessly toward what Baker concludes was one goal: “to keep the SSCAC 
open and functioning under the same spirit and creative force generated by the founders during 
its beginning.”468 
A show of new prints by Burroughs opened the “New Renaissance” exhibition schedule. 
Burroughs had been an integral part of the SSCAC since its inception and the exhibition was an 
excellent tribute to her relentless advocacy of art and culture. Later that year, Sapphire and 
Crystals, a new female artists’ collective, selected the SSCAC as the site of its inaugural 
exhibition and formal introduction to Chicago. Marva Pitchford Jolly (1937-2012) and Felicia 
Grant Preston (b. 1953) conceived Sapphire and Crystals in direct response to the biases women 
faced as artists. Diane Grams, author of Producing Local Color: Art Networks in Ethnic Chicago 
(2010), asserts women were less visible than men in collections, shows, and events because more 
men were self-employed as full-time artists and “the lack of free time, leading to the lack of 
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exposure for women artists and greater visibility for men.”469 Jolly explained, “Most of us 
women have full-time jobs, so making art is our second full-time job.”470  
These artists faced further adversity because of their race. Valerie Smith, author of the 
essay “Abundant Evidence: Black Women Artists of the 1960s and 1970s,” asserts gallery 
owners doubted blacks or women could legitimately claim to be artists so black women were 
doubly challenged.471 Rather than dwell on these issues, Preston and Jolly banded together to 
create exhibition opportunities for themselves and other professional female artists. Grams 
reports, “Jolly suggested the name include ‘sapphire,’ which in her words, referred to women 
with attitude. Jolly said she wanted the group to support the kind of thinking she saw in such 
spirited women.”472 The SSCAC presented the inaugural Sapphire and Crystals exhibition in 
April 1987. The collective showcased the diversity of concerns within the group. The work 
explored a range of themes, from race and gender to honoring the past, through various media.  
 The show at the SSCAC was the first of many exhibition opportunities the collective 
would secure around the city.  In 1988, Sapphire and Crystals showed at the new Nicole Gallery. 
Before Haitian immigrant Nicole Smith opened her gallery at River North, she sold art from her 
home and car.473 Although Smith welcomed Sapphire and Crystals, her gallery’s primary focus 
was Haitian and African art. After several years at other city galleries, Sapphire and Crystals 
would return to the SSCAC in 1990 as part of the center’s fiftieth anniversary schedule. The 
show’s invitation featured a black and white sketch of the gems, for which the collective was 
named, by artist and SSCAC teacher, Esolean Henderson (Fig. 46). The image was simple but 
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embodied the multifaceted nature of the collective’s work. Sapphire and Crystals would be just 
one of many exhibitions and programs brought back to 3831 South Michigan for the center’s 
golden anniversary. 
In 1991, the board announced plans to revive one of the SSCAC’s oldest traditions, the 
Artists’ and Models’ Ball. Once THE social event of the season for blacks, it faded away in the 
1960s when the dance became too expensive to produce. On Friday, November 22, 1991, the 
South Side Community Art Center presented the Artists’ and Models’ Ball at Sauer’s Restaurant 
as part of its Fiftieth Anniversary Gala Weekend. Hughie Lee-Smith and Geraldine McCullough 
were named King and Queen of the Ball prior to the event for their extensive contributions to the 
SSCAC. A cocktail reception celebrating a retrospective exhibition of works by artists associated 
with the art center capped the weekend. 
Proceeds from the Artists’ & Models’ Ball, the reception, and that year’s auction, one of 
the largest featuring works of African American artists, would enable the SSCAC staff and 
administration to renovate and restore the building. Herbert Nipson, now president of the board, 
expressed to George Papapjohn of the Chicago Tribune that the Comiskey building had seen 
better days, “Paint is peeling, stairs creak, furnaces squeak. There`s nothing wrong that $200,000 
wouldn`t take care of.”474 Despite the building’s ailing physical condition, Nipson declared, “the 
center`s mission - to nurture artists and expose their work - is as sound as it ever was.”475 The 
SSCAC boasted a strong exhibition schedule and students as young as seven could enroll in 
ceramics, painting, drawing, and photography classes.  
In an essay Nipson penned for the fiftieth anniversary souvenir booklet, he triumphantly 
reported the SSCAC’s future had been secured as the “auction has succeeded so well that today 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
474 George Papajohn, “No Longer Unique, Gallery Still Shines.” Chicago Tribune, November 8, 1991, 
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1991-11-08/news/9104100533_1_community-art-centers-collage-work-gallery. 
475 Ibid. 
164 
	  
all mortgages have been paid off and the Center can begin plans for the next 50 years with new 
confidence.”476 The Chicago Tribune announced that board members were even exploring the 
possibility of expanding the SSCAC’s capacity with the construction of a new building in the 
same neighborhood that would be home to art and dance studios, a theater, classrooms and 
several galleries.477 An endeavor of this magnitude would be realized only with the same caliber 
of perseverance, sacrifice, and commitment that drove the establishment and growth of the 
SSCAC since 1941.  
The decade leading up to the SSCACs fiftieth anniversary was marked by an inversion of 
the same federal support responsible for the community art center’s provenance. The Reagan 
administration’s cuts to the arts and public programs directly impacted the SSCAC and the 
Bronzeville neighborhood. The demise of the industrial economy sent south side Chicago deeper 
into a downward spiral of poverty and crime as unemployment skyrocketed. Board members 
considered relocation out of concerns for personnel and building safety. Opponents of the move 
argued the historical significance of the neighborhood and insisted the SSCAC remain in the 
same community that had birthed and maintained the cultural institution.  
By 1991, the SSCAC’s programs, classes, and exhibitions had nurtured and cultivated 
generations of artists and patrons. As its artists gained access to larger mainstream institution and 
audiences, the SSCAC remained relevant as the only institution in Chicago solely dedicated to 
the promotion and preservation of African American art. With a history rooted in community 
support, innovative development efforts, and an unwavering commitment to culture, the South 
Side community art center was poised to fulfill its mission into perpetuity.  
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Conclusion 
In its first fifty years, the South Side Community Art Center cultivated several 
generations of artists and patrons through diverse exhibitions, dynamic programming, and 
affordable art education. What started as a federal initiative to provide the nation’s artists with 
jobs and boost public morale through arts participation continued to meet these needs well after 
the government could no longer support operations. The SSCAC’s board, teaching staff, artists, 
and countless volunteers succeeded in providing an inclusive site of creative expression for 
Chicago’s burgeoning and professional black artists. The gallery-museum model offered these 
artists the opportunities to gain exposure while supporting themselves.  
Over time, clashes between the board and artists, and the board and executive directors, 
threatened the SSCAC’s existence. However, the SSCAC was headed in the right direction with 
the increased presence and participation of artists on the board and hiring leaders who were 
sensitive to the needs of a cultural institution and its constituents. Securing and retaining strong 
directors continued to be a challenge as funding ebbed and flowed.  Fortunately, the perpetuation 
and introduction of creative and innovative development efforts generated the revenue needed to 
offer programs and art classes. The first major fundraisers, the Artists’ and Models’ Ball and art 
auction, remained the principal sources of income for the center into its fiftieth year.  
These funds would continue to provide support for building maintenance. In the late 
1980s, the board formulated plans for the physical expansion of the SSCAC but new 
construction never came to fruition as the center struggled to keep its primary building up to 
code. On June 16, 1994, the city of Chicago awarded the SSCAC landmark status.478 The 
cultural institution more than met the criteria of “identification with a person or persons who 
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significantly contributed to architectural, cultural, economic, historic, social, or other aspect of 
the development of the City of Chicago, State of Illinois, or the United States.”479 Herb Nipson 
reported the mortgage had been paid off in 1991480 and this designation would permanently 
ensure the survival of the physical building. Although no archival records show the SSCAC has 
sought National Historic Landmark status from the United States Secretary of the Interior, its 
contributions to American history are irrefutable.  
The SSCAC continued to embrace the tradition of partnering with other cultural 
institutions to promote African American artists, both at and away from the center. In February 
1991, the art center and the Du Sable Museum contributed more than forty pieces to “Visions, 
Patterns, and Reality,” an exhibition of works by thirty-three contemporary Illinois African 
American artists in the lobby gallery of Illinois Bell. Subjects ranged from “images of the 
African American perspective to universal statements and from figurative representations to 
abstract expressions.”481 The brochure proclaimed, “Art is flourishing in the African American 
community” and the contributions of the artists in the exhibition, “enrich everyone who lives and 
works here.” This steadfast commitment to the exhibition and promotion of African American 
artists, especially local artists, remained unparalleled into the 1990s. The SSCAC also continued 
to be a vital site for affordable art education and access in light of disparities in art education in 
the public school system and increased museum admission and art school tuition. 
In 1991, the center was one of two survivors of 110 WPA community art centers and the 
only one operating within a predominantly black community. Unlike the SSCAC, the other 
surviving center, the Roswell Museum and Art Center (RMAC) in New Mexico, benefitted when 
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the city of Roswell assumed control of operations in 1941. Both art centers offer art classes, 
exhibition space, and programming. However, Roswell’s relatively small population and the 
city’s support have afforded the RMAC ample resources for staff and physical expansion. In 
Chicago, the SSCAC competes with hundreds, if not thousands, of other ethnic and cultural 
institutions, for funding and participation. The SSCAC’s perseverance through its first fifty years 
is a true testament to the resilience of the Chicago black community for maintaining this haven 
of culture.  
In 1941, the SSCAC joined the ranks of historically black universities and colleges, 
churches, fraternal organizations, businesses, and other cultural institutions in their collective 
mission to provide environments of inclusion, pride in heritage, and outlets of expression to a 
marginalized and disenfranchised population. This propensity to “make a way out of no way” is 
well documented in African American history and continues to propel progress in every field, 
especially the visual arts. This narrative of SSCAC’s first fifty years is a case study in triumph. 
Writer Frances Bendix summed up these sentiments in the introduction of her ode to the SSCAC 
entitled “Citadel of Culture”: “Out of the dust of Chicago and the Dreams of Its People Southside 
Artists Have Fashioned a Fortress Where Beauty is Cherished, Protected and Cultivated.”482 
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Figure 2: Program cover, Artists’ & Models’ Ball, Savoy Ballroom (Chicago, 1939), Archives of 
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cover of Paul Colin, Josephine Baker and La Revue Nègre, Paul Colin’s Lithographs of Le 
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March 1, 1941. Reel 4887, Peter Pollack papers, 1939-1979, Smithsonian Archives of American 
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Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 6: David Robbins, Students in a Free Art Class Sponsored by the Federal Art Project 
(1938), Federal Art Project, Photographic Division collection, 1920-1965. Smithsonian Archives 
of American Art, Washington, D.C. as cited in Art Free For All: The Works Progress 
Administration’s Community Art Centers, exhibition catalogue (online edition), Art Within 
Reach From the WPA to the Present (New York, NY: Children’s Museum of the Arts, 2011). 
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Art Center Event, 1938, Reel 4887, Peter Pollack papers, 1939-1979, Smithsonian Archives of 
American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 8: Eleanor Roosevelt with Alain Locke and Peter Pollack at the South Side Community 
Art Center dedication ceremony, 1941, Reel 4887, Peter Pollack papers, 1939-1979, Smithsonian 
Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 9: Dox Thrash (1893-1965), Boats at Night (1936-37), aquatint, 7 ½” x 11 ½.” From Bill 
Mullen, Popular Fronts: Chicago and African-American Cultural Politics 1935-46 (Urbana and 
Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1999), 90. 
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Artists of Chicago (Washington, D.C., February 1941), Reel 4887,  Peter Pollack papers, 1939-
1979, Smithsonian Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 11: Exhibition catalogue cover, South Side Community Art Center, Sculpture Exhibition 
by Richmond Barthé (Chicago, April 1942), Reel 4887, Peter Pollack papers, 1939-1979, 
Smithsonian Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 12: Exhibition catalogue page, South Side Community Art Center, Exhibition of Religious 
Art (Chicago, April 1942), Reel 4887, Peter Pollack papers, 1939-1979, Smithsonian Archives of 
American Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 13: Dance Floor, Trianon Ballroom, ca. 1935 (postcard), Cottage Grove and East 62nd 
Street, Chicago, “Ballrooms Across the Border” Iowa Ballroom Project, 
http://www.iowaballroom.com/p/xbord/il/trianon_il.html 
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Figure 14: DuSable Museum, October 1961, housed in the Burroughs’ home located at 3806 
South Michigan Avenue, in “An Interview with Librarian Beatrice "Bea" Julian  of  the DuSable 
Museum of African American History,” Article Archive, ilovelibraries.org, 
http://www.ilovelibraries.org/articles/libraryshowcase/dusable 
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Figure 15: Souvenir booklet,  “Saint & Satyr” - 23rd Annual Artists’ & Models’ Costume Ball, 
November 30, 1963, Midland Ballroom, Chicago, Illinois, Archives of the South Side 
Community Art Center, Box 4, Folder 9 
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Figure 16: Organization of Black American Culture, The Wall of Respect (1967), Chicago, 
Illinois, in Jeff Donaldson, “The Rise, Fall, and Legacy of the Wall of Respect Movement,” The 
International Review of African American Art, 15, 1 (1998): 22. 
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Figure 17: Barbara Jones-Hogu, Relate To Our Heritage, n.d., serigraph, 28 ¾” x 37”, Collection 
of the South Side Community Art Center 
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Figure 18: “SSCAC, Black Heritage Exhibition,” August 18, 1968 Photograph of artists at the 
South Side Community Art Center in Chicago, Illinois. (From left to right): Sylvester Britton, 
Joseph Kersey, Ida May Cross, Wilhelmina Blanks (Pres.), William Carter, Margaret Danner, 
Mrs. M. Jones, Fern Gayden (Sec.), Thelma Wheaton, Ramon Price, Keith Cridrell, and Eric 
Chapman. Archive of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 4, Folder 13a. 
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Figure 19: “13 Demands, Submitted to Mr. Bates Lowery, Director of the Museum of Modern 
Art, by a group of artists and critics on January 28, 1969,” Seth Siegelaub Papers, Museum of 
Modern Art Archives, 1969 [I.A.58] reproduced for “This is the Way Your Leverage Lives: The 
Seth Siegelaub Papers as Institutional Critique,” http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions 
/2013/siegelaub/ 
 187 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 20: Promotional card, “Black Expressions ’69, October 19 – November 2, 1969, South 
Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 4, Folder 
22 
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Figure 21: Jeff Donaldson, Ala Shango, 1969, acrylic on Masonite, 38” x 28”, Collection of the 
South Side Community Art Center 
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Figure 22: Sylvester Britton, Untitled (1970), photocopy of sketch, cover of “President’s Annual 
Report 1970,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 5, Folder 3 
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Figure 23: Promotional flyer, “Through Eyes of Blackness: A Photographic Exhibit by Four 
Chicago Area Photographers, June 17 – July 7, 1974, South Side Community Art Center,” 
Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 24: Poster, “Black Photographers Exhibit, May 5 – June 2, 1974, South Side Community 
Art Center,” design by Gerry Gall, Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 25: Poster, “From the Cradle to the Grave: As Seen Through the Eyes of Chicago’s Black 
Photographers,” July 18 – August 13, 1976, South Side Community Art Center,” design by 
Gerry Gall, Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 26: Poster, “Fragments – Geraldine McCullough, October 14 – November 2, 1973, South 
Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 27: Exhibition announcement, “Mixed Bag of Margaret Burroughs: Her Art, Her Travels, 
Her Concerns, June 2-28, 1974, South Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side 
Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 28: Poster, “Fem-Images in Black (Art Creations by Black Women), October 6-25, 1974, 
South Side Community Art Center,” Graphics by Barbara Jones-Hogu, Archives of the South 
Side Community Art Center, Box 61 
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Figure 29: Announcement, “A Fantastic Sale of Authentic African Art: Two Days Only, October 
7 and 8, 1972, South Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art 
Center, Box 61 
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Figure 30: Exhibition announcement, “3 Man Show- S.M. Njunuri: Unique Batiks, Creative 
Sculpture by Lorenzo Leonard, Robert Glover, Retrospective, September 8-October 4, 1974, 
South Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 6 
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Figure 31: Commemorative poster, Sherman Beck, “ BAD – Black Artists Doing Bad, Costume 
Ball March 25, 1972, Roberts “500 Room,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, 
Box 15 
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Figure 32: Photograph of students drawing still life portraits at the South Side Community Art 
Center, 1975, “Herman King, instructor” (inscribed on rear of photograph), Archives of the 
South Side Community Art Center, Box 114 
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Figure 33: Promotional flyer, “Leontyne Price in concert, benefit sponsored by the Elliott 
Donnelley Youth Center [and] the South Side Community Art Center, Sunday, April 4, 1976, 
Orchestra Hall,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 66 
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Figure 34: Exhibition announcement, “Black Printmakers in Chicago, March 1980, South Side 
Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 69 
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Figure 35: Promotional flyer, “The Gallery Ensemble in Concert, the South Side Community Art 
Center, Sunday, April 13, 1980,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 69 
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Figure 36: Brochure, “Years of Struggle, Growth, and Survival – Works from the Permanent 
Collection, 1940-1980, February 1 – March 15, 19811, South Side Community Art Center,” 
Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 66 
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Figure 37: Auction catalogue, page 2, “40th Anniversary: A Silent Auction of Art by Black 
Artists from 1895 Until Today, June 17, 1981, Chicago Marriott Hotel,” Archives of the South 
Side Community Art Center, Box 57 
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Figure 38: Auction catalogue, page 3, “40th Anniversary: A Silent Auction of Art by Black 
Artists from 1895 Until Today, June 17, 1981, Chicago Marriott Hotel,” Archives of the South 
Side Community Art Center, Box 57 
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Figure 39: Photograph, Franklin Higgins, Gordon Parks Signing Shannon, 1981, South Side 
Community Art Center, Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 115 
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Figure 40: Poem and sketch, “‘Etta Moten’s Attic’ by Margaret Danner and Sketch by Robert 
Glover, 1981,” Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 5 
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Figure 41: Invitation, “Vivé 81, In honor of Etta Motten Barnett on the occasion of her 81st 
birthday, Sunday, October 31, 1982,” The Stock Exchange Trading Room at the Art Institute of 
Chicago, photo by James Van Der Zee, Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 
57 
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Figure 42: Invitation, “William Carter, A Retrospective of Works from 1940 to 1983, May 29 – 
June 25, 1983, South Side Community Art Center,” Archives of the South Side Community Art 
Center, Box 71 
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Figure 43: Stills from The Cosby Show set, 1984-1992, National Broadcast Company 
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Figure 44: Stills from The Cosby Show set, 1984-1992, National Broadcast Company, featuring 
Ellis Wilson (1899-1977), Funeral Procession, (c. 1950s), oil on composite board, 30 ½" x 29 
½," Aaron Douglas Collection, Amistad Research Center, Tulane University, New Orleans, 
Louisiana 
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Figure 45: "People," Jet 18 (May 1997): 20  
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Figure 46: Invitation, “Sapphire and Crystals Exhibition,” April 7 – May 13, 1990, South Side 
Community Art Center, Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, Box 73 
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